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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      The aroma of flour and fresh pastries hit me as soon as I peeked inside the back door of Shepherd’s Falls Bakery.

      My aunt Betsy had asked me to come over and help with the cakes since she’d been selling out of them with all the tourists coming into town. But I couldn’t see her inside the bakery, and I wasn’t sure if this was a good time. The parking lot was full, and the whole staff of bakers and cooks seemed to be working intensely. The last thing I wanted to be was a distraction.

      “Well, don’t just stand there like you’ve never seen the inside of a bakery before, honey,” Janelle, the lead baker, called out. “If you’ve got two working hands—or even just one, for that matter—you’d better get on in here.”

      She tossed me a wink as I hurried in and closed the door behind me. “Sorry, Janelle.” I felt a little sheepish. She was right. I knew better than to play shy around her or my aunt. “Everyone just looks so busy. I don’t want to get in the way.”

      “Never, honey. We’re glad for the help.” She nodded toward the front of the bakery. The kitchen was mostly open so customers could see their baked goods being prepared, and from where I was standing, I could already count at least a dozen people up front. “Your aunt is out stocking the front counter. Go check in with her and then come see me when you’re ready to get your hands in some flour.”

      “Thanks, Janelle.” I smiled as I made my way through the crowded prep area and through the swinging doors that lead to the front counter.

      They were just as busy up front, with both cashiers handling a line of customers and my aunt doing her best to keep up with the rush as she moved from case to case restocking the cakes and pastries.

      “Oh, Jean, thank goodness you’re here!” There was a look of relief on Aunt Betsy’s face but I also knew she loved that kind of rush. Most people looked forward to some peace and quiet and a slower pace of life once they retired, but not Aunt Betsy.

      She bought the bakery that was named after one of her favorite spots—the Shepherd’s Falls—and then expanded the menu to include some locally grown farm-to-table food in addition to the huge selection of breads, cakes, pastries, and donuts. She even started catering to weddings.

      Staying busy was in Betsy’s DNA—at least, that’s what my parents always said when I was growing up and they would compare my restlessness to hers.

      I always took it as a compliment and hoped to still be as eager to get out of the house and make things happen once I hit sixty.

      “Hi, Aunt Betsy.” I gave a little wave as I surveyed the situation. “Where do you need me the most?”

      “It would be especially helpful if you could clone yourself right about now, dear.” Her eyes sparkled as she gave a half-shrug. “But maybe start by refilling the drip coffee? And then let’s see where we’re at with everything else.”

      “Sure thing.” I walked over to the sink to wash my hands and then started weaving through the crowd to get to the self-serve coffee maker.

      I almost made it too.

      Almost.

      There was a man at the coffee maker trying to balance the heavy-looking backpack on his shoulder as he tilted the pot to get the last few drops into his cup.

      “Excuse me, sir… I can start a new pot of coffee if you’d like.” I reached out to tap him on the shoulder when he didn’t respond, but he turned and took a step toward me just as I extended my hand.

      “Oh, come on.” He sucked in a sharp breath as my arm bumped his, sending hot coffee sloshing back over the side of his cup and onto his fingers and the floor below. “That’s hot! You’ve gotta be careful.”

      I froze, wide-eyed, as it felt like every head in the building turned to look at me. “I’m so sorry, sir,” I said, hurrying back to the counter to grab a towel. “Let me just get some soda water on this towel, and I can help get—”

      He waved me off before I could even finish my sentence. “Don’t worry about it. It’s… It’ll be fine.” It seemed like he had at least calmed down a little after the initial shock. Not that I could really blame him. Hot coffee didn’t feel the best when it was sloshed onto a person’s fingers. “Maybe I’m getting my bad luck out of the way early today.” He nodded toward the backpack that was still precariously perched on his shoulder. “This might be the day that I find him.”

      “I hope so.” I offered a tentative smile. “Looks like you might have some competition around here today though.”

      It was probably the understatement of the year. Our little town of Reedville was tucked away in the Cascade mountains and was known for three things—the gorgeous Shepherd’s Falls waterfall, my aunt’s bakery with the same name, and… Bigfoot.

      Chances were good that all the people flocking to the bakery would eventually make their way out to look for the other two main attractions.

      “You’ll have better luck using all the fancy equipment in that backpack to navigate your way over to the napkin dispenser,” a gruff voice that belonged to an equally grumpy looking man interrupted. “The closest thing to Bigfoot anyone’s gonna find around here is a grizzly—and I’d be surprised if most of you could manage that.”

      The Bigfoot hunter looked embarrassed, and I exchanged a quick glance with my aunt, who looked just as surprised as I was. Her bakery was always such a bright, upbeat place for customers and employees alike. And yes, maybe I’d just momentarily dampened that vibe a little with the coffee spilling incident, but this other guy had taken things to a whole new level of rude and awkward.

      I opened my mouth to at least offer some kind of defense for the Bigfoot hunter, but someone threw open the front door, causing the little bell above it to go haywire. I could barely see the face of the man standing in the doorway, but I could certainly hear him.

      “You guys!” He waved his arms in the air like he was about to land an airplane. “Everybody hurry! Come quick! I was just chased…” He paused to catch his breath as the crowd shifted and started to form a circle around him. “I was just chased out of the forest!”

      “Chased by whom?” asked the grumpy customer who had just been so rude to the other Bigfoot hunter.

      “Who do you think? Bigfoot! Come on! He’s still around here somewhere!”

      Those excited words were more than enough to empty the bakery of customers in approximately point-five seconds. All except for Mr. Personality, the Bigfoot skeptic, of course.

      My aunt came around to the front of the counter and stood next to me as the crowd filtered out the front door. For a moment, nobody said a word.

      “They’ll never get tired of the chase.” Mr. Personality shook his head and sighed and then turned his attention back to Aunt Betsy and me. “And I guess that’s why I’ll keep chasing all of them. It’s tedious, but someone has to be the voice of reason who will stand up and shout that the emperor isn’t wearing any clothes, right?”

      “It seems you’ve taken on that responsibility.” Aunt Betsy kept her tone even as she watched the crowd hurry down the street. “Some people need to keep that hope alive though. Some of these tourists have spent their whole lives hoping for a glimpse of Bigfoot. Why try and take that away from them?”

      “Because it isn’t real,” was the immediate answer. The man shrugged and extended his hand. “Sorry, I probably should have introduced myself. I’m Kevin McKnight.” He paused and looked from my aunt to me then back again, maybe thinking we’d recognize the name somehow? “I’ve spent my whole life—well, my whole professional life, at least—covering these supposed Bigfoot sightings, writing about my experiences, and doing my best to approach things in a facts-based, science-based way. And the fact is, the sort of Bigfoot monster these people are hoping to see simply doesn’t exist.”

      “I suppose everyone has their part to play, Mr. McKnight.” Aunt Betsy’s eyes twinkled a moment, and the corners of her mouth twitched up into a hint of a smile. “For some people, that means chasing their dreams no matter what. Even if nobody else believes in them. Sometimes they need facts to keep them grounded. But sometimes we need the dreamers to remind us that people achieve impossible things every single day.”

      Kevin McKnight’s weathered, grumpy features softened just a little—barely even enough to notice if I hadn’t been staring—and I thought I even caught that same hint of a smile playing across his lips as Aunt Betsy spoke.

      I fully expected him to argue, though, and was more than a little surprised when he simply nodded and gave a little mock salute. “Well, ladies, I hope you both enjoy the rest of your day. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have some dreams to crush.”

      Aunt Betsy snorted and shook her head as he walked out the door. “And I even thought for a second that maybe I’d gotten through to him. It’s a shame, really. It must take a lot out of him to be so negative for a living.”

      “Would it be wrong to say I hope he gets lost in the woods?” I grinned over at Aunt Betsy. She clucked her tongue but couldn’t hide her smile anymore now that it was just the two of us.

      “No, dear, we shouldn’t wish for that.” She tossed me a wink as she walked back behind the counter to finish stocking the display cases. “But you know how we warn most of the newcomers in town to stay away from Angel’s Crest trail?”

      I nodded. That particular path up the mountain was notoriously difficult to navigate.

      “It’s a shame we didn’t have time to warn him.” Her eyes twinkled again, and I had to laugh out loud as I followed her around the counter.

      “But maybe it was for the best after all,” she continued. “Something tells me Mr. McKnight rather enjoys not being able to see the forest for the trees.”

      And that was one of the many reasons why I loved Aunt Betsy.

      Even if Kevin McKnight did end up on Angel’s Crest trail, Aunt Betsy and I knew he wouldn’t be in too much danger. She wouldn’t ever wish actual physical harm on someone. And I… mostly wouldn’t. He might see a bear, and he’d definitely have some new blisters to nurse when he got back down the mountain.

      But the real reason why people steer clear of that path is that while it does technically lead to the peak of the mountain, it has the absolute worst view. No sweeping vistas and no cloud-top perch looking down on the valley below.

      Just trees. Thick, dense, prickly evergreens that made it seem like the middle of any other forest anywhere on earth rather than the top of a majestic mountain. Ironically, the trail didn’t even offer a great view of the rest of the forest.

      Just… trees.

      But like Aunt Betsy said, maybe that was what Mr. McKnight preferred. Maybe that really was his part to play.
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      I let myself in through the front door of my parents’ house where I’d been staying ever since I’d left my teaching job in Turkey and had come back home to Reedville.

      The original deal I’d had with my parents was that I’d move back in with them temporarily while my dad recovered from a particularly bad case of pneumonia and bronchitis. That had been almost a month ago, though, and he seemed to be back to his old self, even able to go back to work at the library this past week.

      Which was definitely good news. Mom and I had been worried sick when his illness had taken a turn for the worse. But now that he was better, I knew I couldn’t just stay living with them in my childhood home forever.

      The subject of where I might go next hadn’t even come up yet, but I still thought about it from time to time. Would I leave the country again? Try to get a job teaching English somewhere abroad like I’d done in Turkey?

      Or maybe I’d stay in Reedville for a while. Put down some roots. Start a little vegetable garden.

      “Goodness, you look like you’ve had a long day, sweetheart.” My mom’s voice pulled me from my thoughts as I walked into the kitchen with my carryout bag from my aunt’s bakery. “Betsy must have kept you busy.”

      “She usually does,” I said with a grin as I set the bag down on the table where my parents were sitting. “She also sent some cake for you guys. Red velvet with cream cheese icing.”

      Dad’s eyebrows shot up as he peered into the bag. “My favorite. I’m pretty sure Betsy is directly responsible for the ten pounds I’ve gained since I’ve been off work.”

      Mom and I exchanged a smile. He wasn’t wrong. Aunt Betsy had sent over fresh bread, pies, cakes… even whole meals when my dad had been at his worst. She’d said the last thing my mom and I needed to worry about was trying to find time to cook a decent meal while we were taking care of him.

      We had all gained a couple of extra pounds during those weeks, but it had been totally worth it. Nobody baked like Aunt Betsy.

      It was the only thing I missed about that tough time.

      “Well, now that you’re feeling better, we can all start hiking together again and get back into shape.” Mom looked a little sheepish as she reached for the bag. “But… maybe one little piece of cake won’t do too much more damage.”

      I laughed. “I’m not sure this is the best time to be planning a hike anyway. Everyone within a fifty mile radius is out there right now convinced they’re hot on Bigfoot’s tail.”

      Dad sighed. “I heard there was some commotion downtown today. Everyone who came into the library mentioned something about someone getting chased down by Bigfoot.”

      “It was the same way at the garden center,” Mom nodded. “Of course, it’s the same every year around this time. Bigfoot fever seems to have caught on early this year though. The festival hasn’t even started yet.”

      I groaned. I’d been trying to avoid thinking about the annual Sasquatch festival. It was a big deal for Reedville and a major moneymaker for the local businesses since the town would be overrun by tourists and wide-eyed first-timers hoping for a glimpse of the elusive Bigfoot. There would be a costume contest, a scavenger hunt, bands playing, the whole nine yards.

      But man, it was exhausting.

      And I always felt a little pang of guilt at the end of the festival. After a lifetime of seeing those excited, eager looks at the beginning of the week turn into disappointment after a few long days in the mountains, I’d started dreading the entire thing.

      But like Aunt Betsy said, people need to keep the hope alive somehow. And who was I to say for sure that Bigfoot didn’t exist? Just because I’d never seen anything that had made me a believer in all the years I’d lived here in the mountains, that didn’t mean it couldn’t happen.

      After all, there were all sorts of other things I believed in that I’d probably never see firsthand.

      I shook my head when Mom offered me a small piece of the cake. Dad had already started diving in, and I honestly enjoyed seeing him with an appetite again more than I enjoyed eating the cake myself.

      Plus, Aunt Betsy had already forced a couple of slices on me back at the bakery.

      “I’m just worried about what things are going to be like when the festival does actually start,” I said. “It’s already so crazy out there, and people’s tempers are starting to get short. You should have seen this guy in the bakery today. I thought there was going to be a fight!”

      “Oh, no. Please tell me nothing bad happened there, sweetheart.” Mom’s eyes went wide as she spoke between bites. “I thought I’d be able to stop worrying about you when you came home from overseas, but if fights are breaking out at the bakery now…”

      “Don’t worry, Mom.” I smiled. When I was a teenager and even into my early twenties, I would get annoyed at how much my parents worried. But now that I was staring thirty right in the face? It was sort of nice to know that someone still wanted to make sure I was doing okay. “You know Aunt Betsy wouldn’t stand for anything too crazy in her bakery. It was just this sort of awkward thing where I bumped into a guy and some of his coffee sloshed out and spilled on his fingers, so—”

      “Ah, so then he was angry at you?” Dad winced. “I would hope that he wouldn’t say anything too rude to a young lady.”

      I smirked. Clearly, my dad’s definition of young lady might need some updating. But again, it was a nice thought, right?

      “He actually ended up being a pretty nice guy once his fingers stopped steaming,” I continued. “But then this other guy popped up out of nowhere and started being really mean, telling the guy to go navigate his way to the napkins and how nobody was going to find Bigfoot because it isn’t real. Just all sorts of unnecessary stuff like that.”

      “Oh, wow.” Mom shook her head. “I don’t know why some people feel like it’s their job to ruin another person’s day. What joy could that man have possibly gotten out of making fun of someone like that?”

      “Yeah, that’s basically what Aunt Betsy said. She told the guy that there’s nothing wrong with following your dreams, even if nobody else understands why.”

      Dad grinned. “That sounds like Betsy.”

      “It’s how she’s lived her whole life,” Mom agreed. “It’s why she’s running a bakery right now instead of taking it easy like she deserves to do.”

      I nodded. That was exactly how Aunt Betsy lived her life, and I thought it was great. She had always been an inspiration to me. Even now that she was in her sixties and I was a grown woman myself, she’d never stopped setting an example for me to follow. Today was a case in point.

      “Things sort of calmed down after that, at least. That was when another guy came in off the streets and started shouting about getting chased down by Bigfoot. The rude guy—I guess he’s some kind of writer or news reporter, maybe? His name is Kevin… something. Kevin McKnight, I think it was. Anyway, he left shortly after that, saying he had to follow the crowd because that was where the story was.”

      Mom crinkled her nose. “That part is going to get worse too. Those sensationalist reporters who are just looking for a big headline.” She turned to my dad. “Did you hear the cast from some cable reality show is coming in for the festival?”

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Dad groaned. “What for?”

      “Some kind of panel about hunting Bigfoot, I guess. I’m sure they’ll come up with some sort of outlandish story to keep folks all worked up.” Mom took her last bite of cake and sighed. “Goodness, that was delicious. You’ll have to give Betsy our thanks if you talk to her before we do, sweetheart.”

      “Of course.” I started gathering their plates while dad mentioned that he hoped there would be no vandalism at the festival this year.

      I’d been in Turkey during last year’s festivities, but there had been a few incidents of people’s parked cars getting broken into. Something like that might be sort of expected in bigger cities and more popular festivals, but here in tiny Reedville, it was a Really Big Deal.

      Dad said the local detective kept the case open for months trying to catch everyone involved. I held back my own opinion about how the detective was probably just trying to save face and just kept washing the dishes. I’d already had my fill of grumpy men that day. No need to focus any of my time or energy on my high school bully—the least-likely candidate for an important law enforcement position in the town, as far as I was concerned.

      But even I had to admit that Dean Wheeler had done a pretty good job as detective over the years, that car vandalism incident notwithstanding. Not that I’d ever admit it to his face, of course. I might be mostly over all the issues we’d had back in high school, but that didn’t mean Dean and I were going to be best friends anytime soon.

      I gathered up the garbage to take outside, still half-listening to my parents’ conversation as my mind wandered back to all the crazy things that had happened earlier in the day.

      The rude guy. The poor guy who got coffee spilled on him and then got made fun of by the rude guy. The guy who thought he got chased by Bigfoot. Was he just making that story up? Did he actually get chased by something? A bear, maybe?

      And jeez, would it really get even crazier once the festival started?

      As I stepped outside with the trash, the cool night air felt good as it blew through my hair and instantly made me feel a little better. Yeah, things might get a little crazy and weird this time of year in Reedville, but there really wasn’t a better place on earth that I’d found.

      No place where I could sit with my parents and have a nice conversation over homemade cake and then step outside directly into nature’s beauty.

      That was a pretty impossible combination to beat.

      I had just made it to the garbage bin and locked it back up to keep the critters out when I heard something that sounded like leaves rustling and a branch snapping behind me. I turned and looked back over my shoulder, expecting to see one of the adorable but maddening raccoons who hung around this time of night just hoping for the opportunity to go through our trash.

      The porch light behind me made it hard to see very far into the darkness, but the shadowy form I saw was definitely not a raccoon. It was a lot bigger. Like… a bear.

      And the way it lurched forward through the brush, it looked like it was about to charge right for me.

      I didn’t have time to think. I just acted on instinct and habit.

      We always kept a can of bear spray under a little decorative table just outside the door for emergencies like this. I ran straight for it, knowing the bear had to be close by now. I was pretty sure I could hear it behind me, but it was hard to tell with the sound of my own heartbeat drumming so loudly in my ears.

      I grabbed the can and turned to use it as I backed up toward the porch door and reached behind me to turn the knob.

      I squinted into the darkness, holding the can up in front of me like a shield. The shadows fell away as the figure stumbled into the small circle of light around the porch.

      My mouth fell open. I dropped the can with a loud clang.

      And I screamed.

      “Help, please…” The person’s voice was so hoarse that I could barely make out the words as they came closer, arms outstretched. “Please… It’s real…”

      I stood there frozen in place for what was probably just a couple of seconds but felt like an eternity. Then, my instincts took over again and I rushed forward, doing my best to catch the person just as they lurched forward and fell to the ground again.

      It was a man. His shirt was tattered, and one leg of his pants was missing from the knee down. The exposed skin was scraped and bloodied. He looked up at me and my heart nearly stopped all over again.

      It wasn’t just a man. It was the mean guy from the bakery.

      Kevin McKnight.

      “Oh, my goodness,” I whispered, gathering him into my arms the best I could.

      I was dimly aware of my parents behind me. My mom sounded scared, and my dad was telling her to call for help.

      “It’s okay,” I said, doing my best to keep my voice calm as I looked into Kevin’s eyes. “You’re going to be okay. Just focus on me. Don’t look away, okay? Help is on the way.”

      “It’s real,” he whispered back, his eyes so impossibly wide. He was looking at me, but I couldn’t tell if he recognized me. I couldn’t tell for sure if he even saw me. “I was… wrong. It’s… It’s real.”

      “What’s real?” I asked. My mom handed me a cloth, and I did my best to clean around a particularly deep gash on his forehead, but the blood wouldn’t stop. “You’re going to be okay,” I repeated, hoping I sounded more convincing than I felt. “Can you tell me what happened? Did you fall?”

      He looked as though he might have slid all the way down the side of the mountain.

      “I can’t… can’t believe…” He took a deep breath, or tried to. It sounded more like a painful rattle, and I could feel his muscles start to tense up. “It’s real. I’m telling you…”

      “Okay, I believe you.” I spoke quickly, not wanting him to get himself worked up in his condition. He was going to need all of his strength just to hold on until the ambulance got there. “What is it that’s real? What did you see?”

      “Yes, I saw it.” His eyes locked onto mine, and I saw a flash of recognition for the first time since we’d been talking. He saw me. He remembered me. “I saw it,” he repeated.

      I waited, holding his gaze as the rest of the background noise faded away. There was recognition in his eyes, but there was also something else. Something stronger.

      Fear.

      His eyelids fluttered and his body started to relax a little as he looked away again.

      “Hey, Kevin, stay with me.” I swallowed hard. “Look at me, Kevin. Let’s keep talking, okay? The ambulance will be here any minute. Just stay with me.” I needed to get his attention. I needed him to hold on just a little longer. “Can you tell me what it was? What did you see, Kevin? What is real?”

      He only said one more word as his eyes drifted shut. His voice was so quiet that I would have missed it completely if I hadn’t been staring right at him.

      Just one quick whispered word.

      “Bigfoot.”
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      I stared blankly at the steaming cup of coffee in front of me. I knew my mom was hovering somewhere nearby, but I barely even felt when she put her hand on my shoulder.

      “Do you want me to make you some eggs and toast, dear?” Her voice seemed quiet and far away, but that could have just been the fog in my head. “Or maybe just some oatmeal?”

      The thought of eating anything at that moment made my stomach churn. I’d been up most of the night crying. I just hadn’t been able to take my mind off what had happened. Every time I closed my eyes, I could see the look in Kevin McKnight’s eyes.

      “I don’t want to eat anything,” I finally answered, barely remembering to add a belated, “Thank you, though.”

      “Well, maybe a muffin or some fruit after you’ve finished your coffee…” It was Mom’s gentle way of arguing, and it normally would have been enough to make me give in and at least eat a few bites of something, but not today. I just couldn’t.

      “Maybe,” I mumbled, mostly to appease her. She looked almost as tired as I felt, and I knew she was probably worried about me on top of everything else. “I just… I can’t stop thinking about that man. Mr. McKnight.”

      “I know, dear.” She squeezed my shoulder and went back to making breakfast. “Did you manage to get any sleep at all last night? I heard you up and down the stairs at least a half-dozen times.”

      “I wasn’t feeling well, and the whole thing was just awful. I—”

      A loud, insistent knock on the front door interrupted what I’d been about to say and made both me and my mom jump as we turned to look that direction.

      Whoever it was, I already knew I didn’t want to see them. I felt bad enough without having to force a smile and entertain guests this early in the morning.

      I was halfway out of my chair and ready to make a beeline for the stairs when I heard the words that made my stomach clench even tighter.

      “Good morning, Detective.” My dad’s voice sounded a little startled. “Yes, she’s here. Please come inside.”

      Mom shot me a sympathetic glance as I sat back down and groaned. Of all people, Detective Dean Wheeler was literally the last person I wanted to see right now.

      Or ever, really.

      But especially right now.

      “Thank you, Mr. Williams.” The familiar voice, just a little deeper than I remembered, was punctuated by heavy footsteps walking through the living room to the kitchen where I was sitting. “Good morning, Mrs. Williams…. Jean…”

      I flinched as he said my name, and I could feel his eyes—along with those of both of my parents—on me, but I still didn’t lift my head to meet his gaze.

      “I’m sorry for barging in like this so early in the morning,” he said. At least he was trying to be polite. That was new. But probably for my parents’ benefit more than mine. “Jean, I’d like to ask you a few questions, if I could?”

      With a heavy sigh that was probably a little overly-dramatic, I motioned toward the chair across from me. “Be my guest.”

      I didn’t like how harsh my own voice sounded as I finally looked up to make eye contact. There wasn’t any hint of mocking or anger in his expression. If I didn’t know any better, I might have thought he even looked a little sympathetic.

      “I’m sure you’re probably upset from last night’s events, but you’re my key witness at this point, so please try to remember as much as you can and answer as thoroughly as possible.” He took out a little notepad and gave me a questioning look. I simply nodded. “Okay,” he began. “Had you met or come into contact with Kevin McKnight prior to finding him outside your house last night?”

      “Yes.” I nodded. “He came into my aunt’s bakery yesterday afternoon.”

      “The Shepherd’s Falls Bakery, correct?”

      I barely stopped myself from rolling my eyes. Of course, it was the Shepherd’s Falls Bakery. There wasn’t another bakery in a fifty mile radius of Reedville. “That’s the one.” I cleared my throat after I caught an arched eyebrow from my mom. “The Shepherd’s Falls Bakery, yes.”

      “And did you notice anything unusual about Mr. McKnight at that time? Did you speak to him or witness him speaking to anyone else?”

      “Nothing particularly unusual,” I shrugged. “He was pretty rude though. Insulted another customer for no good reason. The other guy had just mentioned he was out to find Bigfoot, and Kev—, er, Mr. McKnight let him know his feelings about the matter.”

      Dean was scribbling furiously in his notepad. Without looking back up at me, he continued. “And what were Mr. McKnight’s feelings?”

      “He thought the whole thing—the Bigfoot thing, that is—was ridiculous. He said the guy would be lucky to even catch a bear in these mountains.”

      My parents were looking back and forth between Dean and me as if they were watching a tennis match. Neither of them had said a word, but my dad winced at the mention of a bear.

      “Judging from the way that poor man looked, I’d say Mr. McKnight was the one who ended up finding a bear last night.” Dad shook his head and winced again, no doubt reliving the scene I’d been trying to forget about since it happened. “Have you heard anything about the man’s condition, Detective? He was in pretty bad shape when the ambulance took him away.”

      Dean nodded as he glanced from my dad to me and then back again. “Mr. McKnight died from his injuries last night.”

      My mom gasped and covered her mouth as my dad put his arm around her. I felt like someone had just punched me in the gut.

      Kevin McKnight certainly hadn’t been the most pleasant person I’d ever met—pretty much the opposite, in fact—but my heart still hurt for him. Not to mention any friends or loved ones he might have left behind. He’d been grumpy but so full of life at the bakery. And then last night… I was pretty sure I’d never be able to get that image out of my mind.

      “I’m sorry.” Dean was looking right at me and actually sounded like he meant it. “I know this is hard, but until we can say for sure what killed him, every piece of information you can give me will be helpful. Every tiny detail could potentially be a piece of evidence.”

      There was something about Dean’s words, something strange about the way he’d mentioned evidence and that he couldn’t say for sure what had killed Mr. McKnight.

      If it hadn’t been a bear, then… what? I couldn’t even begin to wrap my head around another animal—a wolf or mountain lion, maybe—that could be big enough to inflict the kinds of injuries I’d seen on Kevin’s head and body.

      “Are you saying it could have been something other than a bear?” I asked, my fearful imagination and curiosity starting to run wild.

      “Like… another animal?” My mom asked, her eyes going wide.

      “I can’t rule anything out at this point,” Dean answered. “Whether it was another animal or foul play, I—”

      “Foul play?” I interrupted. “You mean murder?”

      “Oh, my goodness!” My mom looked like she might faint, and my dad wisely helped her up and away from the table.

      “Like I said, I can’t rule anything out at this point.” A hint of irritation crept into Dean’s tone for the first time since he’d started questioning me.

      Maybe he hadn’t anticipated that I’d have a few questions of my own, but I couldn’t help it. If he thought there might be a murderer somewhere out there, I felt like that was something we had a right to know. Particularly since it had apparently happened not too far from our back door.

      “The autopsy should shed some more light on what happened, but…” He glanced over to where my mom and dad were sitting on the sofa and then dropped his voice a little. “You saw the injuries. They were pretty brutal.”

      So, he did think it was something other than a bear. Or at least he thought the possibility was strong enough to have called for an autopsy.

      “There is another possibility.” Just thinking about it made me sort of cringe on the inside, but I felt like I had to say something. And like Dean had said, every piece of information could be a clue at this point.

      “Go on,” he nodded. “Did you see something else last night?”

      “Not exactly. But…” Okay, now that I was about to say it out loud, I really was starting to feel foolish. I couldn’t just pretend like it was nothing at this point though. Clamming up now would probably make me look suspicious. “Well, Mr. McKnight seemed to think he’d been attacked by… by Bigfoot.”

      Dean shook his head and turned away for a moment, but not before I caught the hint of a smile on his face. He was even still smirking a little when he faced back toward me again. “That is one of the few things I can rule out. And anyway, didn’t you say he’d just been down at the bakery insulting the other customers who were here to find Bigfoot? That would be a pretty hefty dose of irony if he’d been killed by his own imaginary Bigfoot.”

      I shrugged. “All I know is how he looked and what he told me. He looked terrified. And he seemed awfully convinced that he’d been attacked by Bigfoot.”

      “The man was in shock, Jean. He was dying. I don’t doubt what he said to you. I don’t even doubt that he believed it himself. But it was dark. It could have been a bear. It could have been something else. He might have been delirious and his brain was grasping for the one thing he knew—the thing he was in town for. Bigfoot.” He put his pen away and closed his little notebook before tucking it back into his pocket. “Anyway, we don’t really know what it was yet, do we? Do you happen to have the clothes you were wearing last night when you found Mr. McKnight?”

      I nodded, shuddering at the memory of how soiled my clothes had been once I’d gone back inside the house last night. “I have them upstairs.”

      He pulled a large bag from his pocket and unfolded it. “Could I come up with you while you collect them, please?”

      I didn’t even bother answering. I got up from the table and led him up to the bathroom hamper where I’d stuffed the bloody clothes to put them out of sight and hopefully out of mind.

      As soon as he had my clothes sealed up in his evidence bag, he gave me a short nod. “Thank you for your cooperation, Jean. I’ll be in touch if I have any other questions.”

      All I could do was nod again. Aside from the huge, heavy knot in my stomach, I felt completely numb from my head to my feet.

      I just wanted to lie down, close my eyes, and pretend like none of this had ever happened.
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      The piping bag slipped in my hand, and I pressed my lips together as I tried to salvage the decorating job Aunt Betsy had assigned to me. The cake wasn’t for anyone in particular, thankfully, just one that was meant to be cut and served to customers in the shop.

      Maybe that was why Aunt Betsy had given me that particular cake to frost and decorate. Still, I wanted to do a good job. I always enjoyed my time with my aunt at the bakery, and the last thing I wanted was to make extra work for her or anyone else there.

      But no matter how many times I tried to clear my head and concentrate, my mind kept wandering back to Kevin McKnight. It had been two days since my conversation with the detective about what had happened, and there were still so many things that didn’t add up in my mind.

      Did Dean really believe it could have been murder? Did he have any suspects in mind? And why had Kevin been so convinced that he’d been attacked by Bigfoot as he lay there dying in my arms?

      I didn’t believe in Sasquatch any more than Detective Wheeler or Kevin himself had, but the look in Kevin’s eyes that night had made me start to second guess myself.

      I’d spent a lot of time since then researching Kevin’s work online. He’d published dozens of articles and opinion pieces—even some scientific papers—laying out all the reasons why Bigfoot simply couldn’t exist. His work had obviously put him at odds with the Bigfoot hunting community in general and a few people in particular. I’d even seen him referred to online as public enemy number one.

      It all seemed a bit over the top to me, but wasn’t everything concerning Bigfoot a little over the top?

      But the one thing that stuck out to me was the fact that all his years of experience in the field had made Kevin an expert. He knew the wildlife in this area. He knew the appearances and sizes of black bears and brown bears. How likely was it that he’d mistake one for the creature he’d spent his entire life denying even existed? Especially since the creature would have literally been in his face during the attack.

      That just didn’t make sense. None of it made sense.

      I heard Kevin’s name mentioned at the table closest to where I was standing, and it jolted me from my thoughts. I did my best to lean forward a little, the piping bag in my hands all but forgotten as I focused on what the two men were saying.

      “… the craziest thing I ever…”

      “You don’t suppose he was trying to…”

      “I wouldn’t put it past him…”

      I huffed out a short breath as I wiped a stray glob of frosting onto my apron. It seemed like they had known Kevin—known of him, at least—but the bits and pieces of their conversation I could hear just sounded a lot like secondhand information and idle speculation.

      None of which happened to be helpful at the moment.

      The bakery door opened, and a cheer went up inside the room that scared me half to death and made me squeeze icing out all over the counter.

      I squinted my eyes against the sun, the huge mess I’d made momentarily forgotten as I did my best to see what all the fuss was about.

      The man who was smiling and waving and shaking hands as he made his way to one of the only open tables in the dining area didn’t look like a celebrity or a rock star to me, but that was exactly the way people were treating him. Some of them even asked him to sign an autograph, which he seemed happy to do.

      He acted like all of the attention was a perfectly normal part of his everyday life, though, so he was clearly used to being treated like a superstar wherever he went.

      Even Aunt Betsy and some of the other employees had come out of the back to see what was going on.

      “Who is he?” Aunt Betsy mouthed to me.

      I shrugged and leaned over the counter to get the attention of the two guys I’d been eavesdropping on earlier. “Hey, what’s going on? Who is that guy?”

      “That’s Roy Turner, ma’am,” one of the men said.

      “Probably the most famous Sasquatch hunter in the world,” the other guy added. “And he’s right here in Reedville. I might have to go over there and get his autograph myself once all the excitement dies down a little.”

      “He’s really that famous, huh?” I asked, still trying to see something that would set him apart from the other dozen or so hunters in the room.

      Probably in his late forties or early fifties, he was wearing faded camouflage pants and a black t-shirt with some kind of emblem on it that looked an awful lot like a Sasquatch head from where I was standing. He sat down and slung a beat-up backpack off his shoulder and onto the chair next to him. He had some radios and gadgets hanging from his belt along with what looked like a pretty big hunting knife, but none of that was out of the ordinary for Reedville at this time of year.

      “About as famous as you can get in our line of work,” the first man said. “He’s been on TV a bunch of times as a Sasquatch expert. Written a few books too.”

      “And I’ll bet he’s pretty happy about ol’ Kevin McKnight biting the dust,” the other man snickered.

      “Yep,” his friend nodded. “That’s gotta be one less thorn in his side.”

      “So, they knew each other?” I was suddenly more intrigued than ever to learn just how big a thorn Mr. McKnight had been for this Roy guy. And why?

      Thankfully, my two new friends were more than happy to supply me with all the Bigfoot gossip I’d been completely oblivious to up until now.

      “Well, like I said, Roy Turner is famous among Sasquatch hunters.” The man paused. He was speaking slowly, as if I was missing something completely obvious.

      “Okay.” I nodded, determined to get as much information as I could, even if it meant taking a little condescension in the process. “I’m following you so far.”

      “And Kevin McKnight made an entire career out of denying Bigfoot’s existence. If either of them made an appearance over the past ten years, you could count on the other one being right behind them, doing their best to contradict each other.”

      “So, they were enemies…” I finally understood as the last piece fell into place.

      “I’d call it more of a rivalry.” The man shrugged. “They couldn’t stand each other, but they never got particularly nasty about it. I think they cared more about being right than anything else.”

      Whatever he wanted to call it, I couldn’t help but notice that Roy didn’t seem to be too upset over the fact that someone he’d had a rivalry with over the past however many years had suddenly been mauled to death—possibly by Bigfoot.

      Maybe their rivalry went a little deeper than these guys had thought.

      Or maybe these guys were onto something about Roy and Kevin’s attitudes. Maybe Roy was just feeling a little smug about being proved right in the most convincing way possible.

      Roy was still talking and shaking hands with the people seated near him, and I had mostly tuned out the guys across the counter from me as they debated back and forth about whether the time was right for one of them to go over and ask for an autograph.

      From the way everyone was acting, I was starting to feel like I might have been the only person in the bakery who wasn’t particularly starstruck by Roy Turner’s presence. Even Aunt Betsy was on her way over to his table with a generous portion of her famous chocolate cake.

      Well, there was one other person in the building who didn’t look too starstruck. Old Man Lawrence was plainly scowling in Roy’s direction from the corner table he was sharing with his nephew, Noel.

      He wasn’t even trying to hide his distaste—not that Old Man Lawrence had ever been shy about making his feelings known. He was sour-faced and grumpy on the best of days, but I’d learned that he was mostly harmless as long as you didn’t talk too much and stayed out of his way.

      This was different, though. He didn’t just look a little grumpy today. He looked… angry.

      His nephew leaned in and said something, but their table was too far away and the rest of the bakery was too loud for me to overhear. Whatever it was, though, the old man must not have liked it. He shook his head and thumped his hand on the table, making me jump right along with everyone else sitting near him.

      “I can’t believe what this town is turning into.” He stood up and raised his voice, still looking right at Roy Turner. “All this fuss… and for what? So a bunch of fools with no sense can come in and spoil this place for the rest of us!” He looked around as if he was casting judgment on everyone in the bakery. “Well, I don’t have to put up with it.”

      Only after he had stormed out the door with his embarrassed-looking nephew right on his heels did I realize I’d been staring at them with my mouth hanging wide open.

      I’d never seen him actually angry. I’d certainly never seen him call out another customer—or a whole group of customers, in this case—like that. Even Aunt Betsy was staring in wide-eyed silence as the glass door slammed shut behind them.

      “Guess he’s not much of a Sasquatch fan,” one of the guys at the table said.

      “I guess not,” I murmured as I went back to pretending to ice the cake in front of me. Who could have guessed that Aunt Betsy’s bakery was going to become the hotspot for drama in town?

      I would have laughed and rolled my eyes if someone had suggested even one of the things we’d dealt with this week—and all before the Sasquatch festival had even started.

      “We’re going to have a wild festival this year,” Aunt Betsy muttered under her breath as she made her way back behind the counter. Several of the customers nodded in agreement.

      I was already anxious for our town to go back to the peaceful, quiet, safe place it was for most of the year.

      But if the past few days were any indication, things were probably going to get worse in Reedville before they got better.
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      It was late afternoon when I left the bakery. Aunt Betsy and I had spent at least half an hour at the end of the day talking about all the craziness that had happened in town—and in her bakery.

      As usual, sitting with her for a while had calmed my nerves a little.

      She had patiently reminded me that people around town were always excitable this time of year, especially since the Sasquatch festival seemed to be growing in popularity each time it rolled around.

      Add to that the notoriety of a prominent member of the Sasquatch community—even if he was a vocal critic of that same community—getting killed by what could have been Bigfoot?

      Yeah, it made sense that people were going a little bit crazy.

      And it probably meant that we’d have an even bigger crowd of tourists for the festival this year. Most of the customers I’d spoken with at the bakery seemed convinced that Kevin really had been attacked by Bigfoot, and no amount of skepticism—or evidence, most likely—would change their minds.

      Once word started to spread, we’d no doubt see Sasquatch hunters from every part of the country.

      For now, though, I was done talking to tourists and listening to theories that I couldn’t quite wrap my head around. I had some fresh pastries and two cups of hot coffee in a carryout tray, and I was on my way to see one of the few people aside of Aunt Betsy and my parents I knew I could fully trust with all of my own thoughts and theories about the week’s events.

      Cleo Carter’s house was just a short walk from the bakery, and the late afternoon breeze felt good in my hair as I turned the corner and walked up to her front door. I was even smiling again as I passed by the quirky little garden gnomes that had been a feature of Cleo’s front flower bed for as long as I could remember.

      Cleo and I had been best friends since middle school when she and her mom had first moved into the small but cheerful yellow house on the corner. That had been forever ago, but I could still remember the first time I met Cleo and how I’d known from day one that we’d be inseparable.

      We knew everything about each other, and her friendship was one of the things I’d missed most during my time away from Reedville. But we had picked right back up where we’d left off, and there weren’t many days that went by without one of us popping in to say hi to the other.

      I shifted the coffees and my bag of pastries to one arm while I knocked on the front door.

      No answer.

      I knew better than to give up though. It wasn’t unusual for Cleo’s mom to be out running errands or visiting with the other ladies in town during this time of day, but I would have been willing to bet money that Cleo was still around somewhere.

      I cocked my head to the side and listened, and yeah, I could just barely hear the telltale funky jazz music coming from around the side of the house.

      The music got louder as I walked around to the side gate and let myself into the back yard. The door to the shed—also known as Cleo’s art studio—was open, and I could see her in there, back turned to me as she danced around in front of a huge canvas. The colors were bright and chaotic and beautiful, just like her personality, and she was adding brush strokes with no rhyme or reason that I could make sense of.

      I grinned. The scene playing out in front of me encapsulated everything I loved about my longtime best friend.

      My eyes darted across the studio as I gingerly stepped inside. There were always at least half a dozen canvases in various stages of completion lying propped against anything that would hold still long enough. I’d learned the hard way—and more than once, unfortunately—to check for those brightly colored booby traps as soon as I cleared the doorway.

      The immediate area around the door looked safe enough, so I walked over and set the coffees and pastry bag on a wobbly three-legged stool then prayed it would hold long enough for me to reach over and turn the music down.

      Cleo whirled around, wide-eyed and smiling, the instant she saw me. “Jean! I was just wondering if you’d be by tonight. I wanted to show you this.” She moved to the side and made a flourish with her paintbrush. “I got the inspiration for it in a dream I had last night and just had to get it on canvas as soon as I woke up. What do you think?”

      Her smile was as infectious as her enthusiasm. I nodded as I handed her the extra coffee and pastry I’d brought. “It’s beautiful. And… colorful.”

      “I know, right?” She took a bite and closed her eyes for a moment. “This pastry is heavenly, by the way. I don’t know what Betsy does to get them to taste like this. Mine always turn out like little dried up husks.”

      “Sorry, but I’ve been sworn to secrecy.” I made a motion to zip my lips. “I could probably be bribed though. Artwork for pastry?”

      She laughed as she took a step back to look over her work. “You know, I’ll totally hold you to that. I’m not above a little bribery when it comes to delicious food. You can’t have this one though. I’ve already got a wall picked out for it in the house.”

      “I don’t think I have a wall big enough anyway,” I grinned, only half-joking. The painting—the part of it that she’d finished, anyway—looked beautiful, but it really was big. Like, big. And since every square inch of wall space in Cleo’s house was already spoken for, I could only imagine the rearranging job she’d have to undertake to accommodate this latest masterpiece. “But maybe something a little more manageable once I get my own place again.”

      She gave me a knowing look. “Don’t pretend like you’re in a hurry to get out of your parents’ house. Should we put some money down on which one of us moves out first?”

      It would have been a pointless bet, and we both knew it. Cleo and her mom had been living together and helping each other out since Cleo was young and her dad had hightailed it out of their lives. Even if she had plans to move out—and she didn’t, for the record—I couldn’t imagine her ever living very far from her mom and this house where she’d spent the majority of her life.

      And even though the main reason for my move back to Reedville was to help take care of my dad while he recovered from pneumonia, my parents had made it clear to me that they weren’t in a rush to see me leave again. My relationship with them had always been good, but now it was better than ever since I wasn’t seeing anyone—and didn’t have any plans to, thankyouverymuch. The status quo suited all of us just fine.

      I took a sip of my coffee and shook my head. “I’ll pass on that bet, but thanks. So, what’s new? Has your mom been keeping you filled in about all the craziness going on in town?”

      I’d spoken with Cleo after I’d found out that Kevin had died, but this was the first chance we’d had to catch up face to face since then.

      Her expression turned serious as she spoke between mouthfuls of pastry. “She thinks the festival is going to be crazy this year. And with the way things are starting out…”

      “Yeah.” I nodded. “I’m a little worried, to be honest. And I still don’t know what to think about Kevin McKnight.”

      “Oh, don’t worry.” She rolled her eyes. “Dean Wheeler has it all figured out.”

      I didn’t even try to stop myself from frowning at the mention of Dean’s name. “What have you heard?”

      “Just that he knows it was a bear that attacked that Kevin guy. He’s not even considering anything else. As far as Dean is concerned, it’s a simple open and shut case.”

      I was afraid of that. Not that I was surprised though. Dean had been skeptical that it could have been anything other than a bear all along. And I probably would have been skeptical, too, if I hadn’t seen the look on Kevin’s face with my own two eyes. If I hadn’t been right there with him and heard how convinced he was that he’d been attacked by Bigfoot.

      And even though I was having a little bit of trouble wrapping my mind around that possibility, there were still too many unanswered questions in my mind to consider it an open and shut case.

      “There’s more to it than just a bear attack, Cleo.” I paused and took another drink of my coffee. “I don’t have any answers yet, but I know there’s more to it.”

      “You really think it was Bigfoot?” Her tone wasn’t mocking, but I could tell from the look on her face that even someone who had been my best friend since childhood was going to have a hard time believing that.

      “I… don’t know what to think.” I shook my head. “And honestly? I don’t believe Dean thinks it’s such a simple case either. He made it sound like it could have been foul play.”

      “Foul play? Like…”

      “Like murder,” I finished. “Why else would he order an autopsy if it was so obvious that it was a bear attack? He took the clothes I was wearing that night as evidence. Evidence of what? And some of the questions he was asking me…” I shook my head. “Either he thinks I had something to do with it, or he thinks there’s someone else out there who might have some more information.”

      I paused to collect my thoughts and take a breath before I let myself get too worked up about it. I let the silence stretch out between us as Cleo finished eating her pastry. It was the first time I’d said all of the things I’d been thinking out loud, and it was sort of a relief to get some of those thoughts I’d been holding inside off my chest. I still didn’t have any answers though.

      Cleo finally broke the silence with a sigh. “We know you didn’t kill the guy, at least. So, that’s a start. Didn’t you say it looked like a bear attack though? Do you really think it was… murder?”

      The way she whispered the last word sent a chill up my spine. If it was murder, that meant there was a killer on the loose in Reedville. Someone we might have seen or interacted with. Someone we might know.

      I didn’t even want to consider that possibility, but it was a possibility at the end of the day.

      “I’m not sure what to think,” I answered. “But I’m not sure I trust Dean to get to the bottom of it by himself either. I mean, from his perspective, it probably seems like a good idea to just call the whole thing a bear attack and sweep it under the rug. Can you imagine what it would do to the festival if word got out that someone was murdered up in the mountains?”

      “They don’t seem to mind as long as they think it could have been Bigfoot.” She shrugged. “But I’m down to help if you want to try and get some answers.”

      “Me?” I blinked. “Get answers? From… you mean, like… do my own sort of investigation?”

      She laughed. “Well, I wasn’t thinking of anything as official as an investigation, but sure, if that’s what you want to call it.”

      I thought about it for a minute. Cleo and I weren’t detectives. We weren’t really qualified to investigate anything. But I couldn’t stand the thought of Dean Wheeler closing this case without at least trying to dig a little deeper. And if the only real detective in town wasn’t going to try and get answers, who would?

      Us.

      “We probably shouldn’t tell anyone what we’re doing,” I nibbled at my lip. “If we do this, I mean.”

      “No, probably not a good idea to let Dean know we’re trying to cut in on his turf.”

      “We’re not going to be cutting in on anyone’s turf.” I grinned. “I don’t even know what that means exactly. You and I are just going to… to talk to some people. Ask a few questions. That’s all.”

      “Yeah,” she nodded. “Just a few questions. No harm in that, right?”

      “Kevin McKnight deserves that much, at least. If something like that happened to me, I’d sure hope that someone in town would ask a few questions, you know?”

      “Oh, believe me, we’d all be asking questions if something happened to you.” Cleo shuddered. “I don’t even want to think about that. But yeah, I agree that this guy—Kevin McKnight—deserves more of an investigation than what Dean has planned.”

      I took a deep breath. Were we really going to do this? I felt like we sort of had an obligation to at least try and find some answers.

      For Kevin.

      For the Sasquatch community.

      For my own peace of mind.

      “Just a few questions around town, right?” I quirked an eyebrow. “Just so we’ll know for sure.”

      “That’s right.” She nodded. “We can come up with a list of people to talk to first, and I can go around doing some Sasquatch paintings to cozy up with the tourists. We’ll just make conversation and see where it goes. Nothing wrong with that.”

      Right.

      Nothing wrong with that.

      But for something that wasn’t supposed to be an actual investigation, it was starting to feel like one.
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      Three days had passed since Cleo and I launched our non-investigation, and it was definitely living up to its name. So far, the non-investigation had been a non-starter. I’d asked a few questions around the bakery as tourists had come in and gushed about the latest Bigfoot sighting but hadn’t discovered any new information at all.

      The police had come to clean up the trail of blood in the back yard, and now it looked just like it had before—just grass and trees and wilderness. Nothing at all to indicate that a man had spoken his last words right back there on my porch.

      In fact, as I set out hiking up the very same trail that Kevin McKnight had come down just a week before, it was hard to imagine anything like that had happened at all. Like it had been some kind of crazy, horrific dream.

      Unfortunately, it was still all too real for me. Every time I closed my eyes, every time I let my mind wander, my thoughts went right back to that night.

      But here I was on the same trail, trying to find something that might have been overlooked.

      I looked carefully at each tree I passed as I slowly made my way up the trail. There was a lake about halfway up the ridge, and I’d promised myself that I would turn around and go back home if I hadn’t seen anything that might qualify as a clue by the time I reached the water.

      At the slow, careful rate I was moving, that could still take hours.

      I didn’t know what I was looking for exactly, but even as I got closer to the lake, I still hadn’t seen anything that seemed out of place.

      Maybe there isn’t any other evidence.

      Maybe Dean was right. Maybe it was just a bear. A really aggressive, vicious bear.

      No. I still didn’t buy it. I might not have any evidence—and maybe I wouldn’t ever find any—but I had this feeling deep down that there was more to Kevin McKnight’s death than just a terribly unfortunate bear attack.

      I finally stopped walking once I saw the lake come into view ahead of me. I shook my head and took a deep breath of the crisp mountain air. At least it had been a nice hike, if nothing else. The lake was one of my favorite spots in the mountains, and there really wasn’t such a thing as a wasted trip, in my opinion.

      Still, I couldn’t pretend that I wasn’t disappointed. There had to be something, right? Something Dean had missed. Something I’d missed. Just… something.

      I heard the sound of leaves crunching and a branch breaking somewhere behind me. I turned to look back over my shoulder and saw a flash of long, tawny hair as someone—something?—ducked behind a tree.

      “Hey,” I called out, already moving in that direction. “Hello?” I took a few steps and then hesitated. Why were they hiding? Was I really going to chase after them? And what if it was a bear? I’d barely caught a glimpse as I turned, but it would have been about the right size.

      That hair though…

      The hair had definitely been lighter than any bear I’d ever seen in the area. Tawny, almost copper. Even without a good look at… at whoever or whatever it was, that color stood out in my mind. And I’d also never seen a bear duck behind a tree to avoid being seen.

      “Hello?” I called out again. “My name is Jean. Do you live around here? Can we talk for a minute?”

      I took another look around, wondering if there was anyone else nearby. Anyone who could have possibly seen the same thing I’d just seen. Or anyone who could be a witness if things got ugly.

      But no. There was nobody. I was alone up here and hadn’t actually seen another hiker the entire time I’d been out this morning, which was especially rare this time of year.

      Those should have all been red flags—and they were, somewhere in the back of my mind—but my lack of progress with the “investigation” and my own stubborn curiosity outweighed the possible danger.

      For now.

      “Hello?” I called again, taking another step forward. “Can we—”

      There was a flurry of movement before I could finish speaking, and I saw that same streak of reddish-copper hair take off in the opposite direction.

      “Hey, wait!” I started to chase. There was no way that… that thing… was a bear. I stumbled and caught myself against a tree, barely avoiding what would have probably been a particularly nasty fall. I could still hear it moving through the trees, but I’d completely lost sight of whatever or whoever it was.

      “Wait,” I called again, but it was pointless. Even if I’d been able to see which direction the thing went, I never would have been able to catch up. It was just too big and too fast. And yet, it had seemed to move through the dense trees and tangled underbrush without even slowing down.

      I’d lived near these mountains for most of my life, and there was no way I could have navigated my way through the forest that easily.

      There was no doubt in my mind that the thing was gone and I was all alone again, but I hoped to at least be able to find some footprints. If it had been a person, it had to have been wearing shoes or hiking boots, right? Thinking back, I couldn’t remember seeing much of anything except that bright flash of hair.

      I kept walking until I was pretty sure I was near the spot where I’d first seen it. I kept my eyes on the ground, looking for broken branches or some kind of sign that something big and heavy had just been through there.

      There! Just a few feet away, I could see something that looked like a footprint. A big one. It wasn’t shaped like any bear track I had ever seen, but it didn’t look like any boot print I’d ever seen, either. I studied it for a minute, trying to make sense of what I was seeing, when something else caught my eye.

      It was a tuft of hair or… fur? It was stuck to the tree next to me. I reached out for it, rubbing it between my fingers before plucking it from the tree and holding it up to get a better look.

      No, it wasn’t fur. It was definitely some kind of hair. Coarse, long, thick tawny hair.

      There wasn’t a breeze, but I felt a sudden chill as I held it. “There’s no way…” I shook my head, staring at the tuft of hair. “There’s just no way. There’s no such thing as… as Bigfoot.”

      I took a deep breath and another look around. There were only a couple of other footprints I could see before they disappeared into the forest, and there wasn’t anything else out of place aside from the hair I held in my hand. I carefully tucked it into my pocket and started walking back toward the trail.

      I didn’t know what I was going to do with the hair or whether this was all just some kind of strange coincidence, but could that have been the thing—the person—Kevin McKnight saw the night he died?

      Had the person attacked him? But those claw marks… Those weren’t from a person.

      My brain was spinning with all the questions I had. I couldn’t make sense of anything I’d seen today. I knew I had to tell someone, but who?

      Cleo, for sure, but she wouldn’t be able to help me identify the hair.

      Talking to Dean was definitely not an option. He’d probably get mad or just try to convince me it was a bear that I’d seen.

      But there was someone else who might know. Someone who might be very interested in what I’d seen.

      I picked up my pace as I headed back down the trail.

      I needed to get to town.
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        * * *

      

      I’d never actually visited the campground where the Sasquatch hunters gathered every year, but I’d always known of it. Everyone in Reedville knew about the campground. The hunters were always friendly and respectful, but they usually kept to themselves for the most part when they weren’t attending the festival.

      And what was a lazy, sparse campground for most of the year turned into a vibrant, raucous community for a couple of weeks every year when the Sasquatch festival came around.

      I wasn’t really sure how to find the person I was looking for, but I knew he’d be there somewhere. And if he wasn’t? Well, there was a whole campground full of other people who would probably be interested in what I had to show them.

      I had only been walking through the campground for a few minutes when I spotted him sitting around a campfire with a couple of other guys—the Sasquatch hunter from the bakery who I’d accidentally spilled coffee on last week. He’d been so enthusiastic about the hunt and the festival, and I could still remember the look on his face when Kevin had come in and started belittling him.

      Even though I didn’t really know him, I still had a hunch that he might at least be able to give me some unbiased information. And if it played into his theory that there was some sort of larger-than-life creature living in the mountains, well… who was I to judge?

      “Hey there!” I gave a friendly wave as I approached. The other guys gave me a wary look, but the guy I was there to see smiled and waved me over.

      “It’s the lady from the bakery, guys. The one I told you about last week.”

      They all nodded as if that was all the introduction they needed and then moved to make a space for me around the fire.

      “Jean.” I smiled, making a round of handshakes. “Jean Williams. My aunt owns the bakery, so I help out down there sometimes.” I paused, remembering the spilled coffee, then added, “Though sometimes I’m probably more of a hindrance than a help.”

      The man laughed. “No harm done. You were a friendly face, at least. That’s more than I can say for… someone else who was there that day.” He shook my hand. “Colt Burke, by the way. Nice to finally meet you properly.”

      “So, what brings you to our camp?” one of the guys asked. “It’s an awfully long walk from here to the bakery.”

      I couldn’t help but grin, just like I couldn’t blame them for being a little suspicious at my sudden arrival. The campground was pretty far off the beaten path, like he’d said, and people who actually lived in Reedville generally didn’t come all the way out here without a good reason.

      But I happened to have a very good reason—one I knew they’d all be interested in.

      “Well, it is a nice day for a walk,” I shrugged. “But you’re right. I didn’t come all the way out here just to get some exercise.” I paused and looked at Colt. “I actually came here to find you. I’m hoping you can help me with something.”

      Colt’s eyebrows knitted together as he gave me a puzzled look. “You need to talk to me?” He shrugged. “I can’t imagine why, but I’m happy to help if there’s something I can do for you.”

      “Great, thank you.” I looked around. There wasn’t a lot of privacy in the campground, but I wasn’t quite ready to broadcast what I’d found to every stranger in the place. “Is there somewhere we could talk a little more privately?” I gave the other guys an apologetic shrug. “It’s not anything major, just… I’ll leave it up to Colt who to share it with.”

      That seemed fair, I thought. It was something major though. Or at least I thought it could be. And even though I wasn’t comfortable playing show-and-tell with everyone in the camp, I wouldn’t stop Colt from letting his friends in on the find.

      “My RV is set up just over there,” Colt pointed. “We can talk in there, if you’d like.”

      “That will be perfect.” I waved goodbye to the other guys as we started walking toward the RV. “I’ve got something that I think you’re going to be very interested in seeing.”
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      I followed Colt to his RV without saying much. I wanted to wait until we were alone and I had his full attention.

      He opened the door and motioned for me to step inside. “Careful, that first step is a big one.”

      I walked in and blinked, letting my eyes adjust to the dim interior. The first thing I noticed when I looked around was that we weren’t alone after all. There was an older man sitting at the tiny dining table reading a newspaper.

      “Who are you?” He quirked an eyebrow but barely glanced in my direction before returning to his paper. “If you’re selling something, we don’t want any.” He looked at me again and squinted. “Unless it’s cake. You work at the bakery, right?”

      “Dad, this is Jean Williams.” Colt spoke up before I had a chance to answer. “She works at the bakery, but she isn’t selling anything. That isn’t why she’s here.” He turned to me and cocked his head to the side and whispered, “That isn’t why you’re here, is it?”

      “No cake today, unfortunately,” I smiled. “But I have something that might be better.”

      “Better than cake?” Colt’s dad grunted. “Doubt it.”

      “Jean, this is my dad, Jim.” Colt cleared his throat. “Dad… please?”

      “He’s harmless once you get to know him,” Colt offered as his dad gave me another uninterested look.

      “What can we do for you, Miss Williams?” Jim folded his newspaper and set it aside with a sigh. “This had better be good.”

      My stomach tightened into a nervous knot for the first time since I’d entered the campgrounds. I wasn’t scared of Jim or anything, but I hadn’t really thought my plan through very well. I definitely hadn’t planned on having an unreceptive audience when I’d asked Colt to talk in private.

      But I was there now, and leaving without getting their input would put me right back at square one, so there really wasn’t anything for me to do but tell them my story and hope for the best.

      “I was up in the mountains today and I, um, saw something.” I looked from Colt to Jim and pulled the tuft of hair from my pocket. “Something I’m hoping you guys will be able to help me identify.”

      Colt sucked in a sharp breath, and Jim grabbed his glasses from the table, setting them crookedly on his nose as he stood up from his seat and squinted at the hair I was holding.

      He made eye contact with me and reached for the hair. “This isn’t some kind of prank, is it? You one of those kids from town? Trying to be funny?”

      “No, sir.” I did my best to stifle a smile. Even though it was a little flattering to be referred to as a kid, I really needed these guys to know that I wasn’t playing games. “I didn’t get a good look at… at whatever it was that left this behind. But I can tell you it was big. And smart. And fast.”

      “Very interesting,” Jim murmured under his breath as I handed him the hair. He rubbed it between his fingers and then lifted it to the light. Finally, he smelled it and got a thoughtful look on his face.

      Colt inched closer and then took his turn inspecting the hair. “I sure would’ve liked to have had something like this in my pocket when Kevin McKnight was on his high horse last week at the bakery. This would have shut him up real fast.” He cleared his throat and then got a sheepish look. “Rest his soul. I shouldn’t speak ill of the dead.”

      “No, you shouldn’t.” Jim gave his son a hard look. “Kevin McKnight wasn’t always pleasant to be around, but he was just as much a part of the Sasquatch community as anyone else here. He might not have been on our side, but he kept us honest. He’s the reason we’re so thorough in our methods now. We always knew we had to stay one step ahead of Kevin. And now…” He sighed and shook his head. “We don’t have anyone like that anymore.”

      Colt nodded somberly. “I guess I never thought about it like that. But yeah, there really isn’t anyone else like Kevin around now.”

      “Well, one of the only benefits to getting old is that you can sometimes see things from a different perspective. Even Roy Turner is all torn up about the way Kevin died. But then, he’s old enough to know what a loss it really is to the community.” He took the hair back from Colt and nodded for me to follow. “Miss Williams, I’d like to test this hair sample if you don’t mind.”

      He took a few steps toward the back of the RV and pushed back a heavy black curtain that would have probably separated the sleeping area from the rest of the vehicle. Except instead of a bedroom, I was looking at some kind of high-tech lab.

      There were monitors and a microscope next to some test tubes. There was what looked like recording equipment and a bunch of other gadgets and machinery that would have looked more at home in a spaceship than in the back of an RV.

      “Wow.” I tried to wrap my brain around what I was seeing. It was just so unexpected. I never would have guessed Colt’s dad was some kind of undercover mad scientist. “This is quite the setup you have here.”

      Jim nodded. “This is what I was talking about. Kevin McKnight was the main push behind a lot of this equipment. All the years he spent trying to make us look crazy and all the time and money we’ve spent trying to prove him wrong.”

      I could tell that even though Jim didn’t seem to have liked Kevin very much, he’d obviously respected the man. Apparently, a lot of the guys in the camp felt the same way.

      “What are you going to do with the hair?” I let my eyes wander over the assorted equipment, sort of hoping he’d do whatever it was right then so I could watch. “I guess there are probably tests to run?” My eyes settled on something in the corner. Something that looked a lot like the hair sample I’d found except… bigger. A lot bigger. As big as an entire Sasquatch. “Is that—” I swallowed hard and felt my stomach clench as I pointed at the large mound of tawny hair.

      Jim followed my gaze and then barked out a short, harsh laugh. “No, no… It’s just a costume. Most of us have one. It’s become sort of a tradition to wear them to the party we throw on the last day of the festival. Most years, it’s the closest we come to seeing the real thing.”

      He made a gesture to encompass the equipment. “It will take me a little while to test your sample against the other ones we’ve collected as a group. Do you mind leaving this with me while I run the tests? You have my word I’ll take good care of it.”

      I nodded and smiled, trying to hide my slight disappointment at not being able to watch the testing procedure myself. But it was probably some sort of top secret Sasquatch hunter trade secret. “Of course. Keep it as long as you need.”

      “Perfect.” Jim cracked what I imagined was a very rare smile. “Thank you, Miss Williams. I should, ah… apologize for getting off on the wrong foot when you first came in. I’m sure you can understand that we don’t find it very easy to trust outsiders around here.”

      “I do understand.” I returned his smile. “And thank you for your help. I’ll leave you to the testing. There is just one more thing I’d like to ask, if I could?”

      “Sure.” Jim nodded.

      “We’re happy to help if we can,” Colt added.

      These guys might have been a little rough around the edges at first glance, but they were good people. I had a good feeling about them. I’d had the same feeling about Colt when I’d first run into him, quite literally, at the bakery.

      I was glad my hunch had been correct.

      “You mentioned Roy Turner earlier.” I nibbled at my lip. “Is he staying here at this campground?”

      Colt’s face lit up. “He sure is! It’s like having a celebrity right next door. Well… a few doors down, I guess.” He nodded toward the door. “I can show you where his RV is if you’d like.”

      “That would be great, thank you.” I shook Jim’s hand as I said goodbye. “Thank you again for your help. I’m really curious to see what the results of those tests will be.”

      “You’ll be the first to know.” He lowered his voice and added. “Just… tread lightly around Roy. He’s a nice guy, but he’s taking Kevin’s death really hard. Nobody has even seen him outside his RV in the past three days.”

      “Oh, wow. Okay. Thanks for the heads up.” I gave a little wave and followed Colt outside. “Do you think I should leave him alone? Maybe come back another time?”

      Colt shrugged. “It might do him some good to have a little company. Can’t hurt, right?” He shrugged and pointed to a large RV a few spaces down from where we were. “Anyway, that’s his place. I’d walk you over myself, but I want to get back in there to help my dad test that sample. If it’s what it looks like, it’s pretty amazing.”

      I smiled. “No need to walk me over. Thank you though. Let me know what you find.”

      We said our goodbyes, and I watched as Colt went back inside. Then, I turned my attention to Roy’s RV.

      I took a few steps then hesitated.

      Should I wait? I didn’t even know the guy, and I was just a few steps away from knocking on his door. Was that rude? Insensitive?

      I’d been wanting to talk to him for several days though. From what the guys at the bakery had said the other day, Roy had known Kevin for years. He might be able to tell me something useful.

      The opportunity was too good to pass up. If he didn’t want to talk, I wouldn’t press the issue. I’d just go over there and knock. He might not even answer.

      There was really only one way to find out.
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      The thought of talking to Roy Turner hadn’t seemed like such a big deal before, but my nerves kicked in somewhere between Colt’s door and Roy’s RV. And they kicked in hard.

      It felt like a thousand butterflies were having a roller derby in my stomach, and I considered turning and leaving before I had even made it up the three low metal stairs to knock on his door.

      Just relax.

      He seemed like a nice guy at the bakery.

      He probably gets fans knocking on his door all day long.

      Okay.

      O-kay.

      I reached out and knocked before I could talk myself out of it. Then, I did my best to calm my nerves as I waited for the door to open. I could hear heavy footsteps inside the trailer and reminded myself to smile.

      I took a deep breath and waited.

      And waited.

      And waited.

      If I hadn’t actually heard him moving around in there, I probably would have lost my nerve or just assumed that he wasn’t there at all. But I knew he was there, and I hated to waste the opportunity to talk to him. It certainly wasn’t every day that I made it this far out to the campground—and with what I’d heard of the parties they threw here during the festival, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to come back anytime soon.

      “Mr. Turner?” I called through the door, knocking again as I spoke. “If I could please just have a couple minutes of your time, sir, I—oh.”

      I flinched and nearly lost my balance on the steps as the door swung open and a disheveled-looking man peered down at me.

      “Who are you and what do you want?” His voice was low and gravelly, not like the cheerful, mellow tone I remembered from the bakery. In fact, very little about him resembled the confident, almost cocky Sasquatch superstar I’d seen that day.

      The t-shirt he was wearing looked like it might have been white in a former life but was dirty and food-stained and frayed at the hem. His hair was unkempt, and he looked like he hadn’t touched a comb—or a razor, for that matter—in days.

      If his current state really was a result of mourning Kevin’s death, maybe Roy really could have used someone friendly and unbiased to talk to.

      Someone like me.

      “Mr. Turner, I’m Jean Williams—from the bakery? I don’t know if you remember me, but I was working behind the counter when you came in a few days ago.”

      I paused, waiting for a nod or grunt or even just a flicker of recognition, but no. Nothing. There was no spark or hint of friendliness in those bloodshot brown eyes.

      “Um, anyway, sir,” I continued, “I know you’ve probably been through quite a lot these past several days, after what happened to Kevin McKnight and all, but I was wondering if maybe you might want to, um, talk about it? I could just sit and listen, or—”

      I blinked and snapped my mouth shut as the door slammed closed just inches away from my face.

      For a split second, I considered knocking again. Cleo probably—no, almost definitely—would have knocked again if she had been there with me.

      But Cleo wasn’t there, and I didn’t want to be rude. Roy Turner was clearly not in the mood to talk to strangers.

      Message received.

      It was a shame, since he probably knew more about Kevin than almost anyone else I could have talked to, but what else could I have done?

      Stepping back away from the door, I turned to head back to Jim and Colt’s RV. I hoped to catch a glimpse of their testing process or at least remind them to call me with the results as soon as they could.

      Something caught my eye as I walked away though. Something red against the white paneling of Roy’s RV. Something too bright and too high on the side of the vehicle to be mud.

      I took a quick look around to make sure nobody was coming and then double-checked the darkened windows of Roy’s RV. Nobody was around. Nobody shouted out for me to stop as I quickly moved in for a closer look.

      Kneeling down by one of the locked storage compartments, I leaned in and then recoiled, nearly falling on my backside before I could steady myself. No, that definitely wasn’t mud. Or dirt. Or anything that could easily be explained away.

      There was only one thing I’d ever seen that was that particular shade of red, only one thing that splattered in that sort of way.

      It was blood.

      I looked around again to make sure I was still alone and then fished my phone from my pocket and took a few quick pictures.

      Why was there blood on Roy’s RV? Was it his own? Had he somehow injured himself recently? I didn’t notice any bandages or blood on his clothing. Then again, there had been all kinds of other stains. What if I’d just overlooked a little blood? But then, why was it here? On the outside of his RV? Right around the storage compartment?

      I reached for the handle, my stomach clenching as my brain conjured up all sorts of unpleasant images. I pulled the lever to open the compartment and… no. It was locked.

      Of course, it was locked.

      I stood up and backed away slowly, not wanting to get caught.

      I didn’t have any of the answers I’d come looking for. In fact, I had more questions now than ever before. But I did have some photographic evidence of what I’d seen. That felt like a tiny victory, even if nothing else had gone according to plan lately.

      Walking back toward Jim and Colt’s RV, I debated whether or not to get their opinion on the blood splatter. Would they have any idea where it came from? Would they tell Roy I’d been snooping around his trailer?

      I didn’t think so, but it wasn’t a chance I could afford to take.

      No, for now I’d keep those photos to myself. And if Roy Turner thought he could make me go away by slamming a door in my face, he was mistaken.

      I wanted to talk to him now more than ever.
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      After spending my entire morning in the mountains and my entire afternoon in the Sasquatch hunters’ campground on the outskirts of town, I was more than ready to be back safe and sound at my parents’ house.

      Safe and sound and quiet.

      No wild, hairy mountain monsters. No grumpy hunters. Just my mom and dad, whose most spirited debates usually centered around which vegetables to cook with dinner.

      I smiled just thinking about it and tried to ignore my rumbling stomach as I realized I hadn’t really eaten much of anything since my bowl of cereal before leaving the house earlier that morning. But my smile faded as soon as I rounded the last corner and my parents’ house came into view.

      There was an unmarked police car sitting in the driveway, and even from a distance, I could clearly make out Dean Wheeler leaning up against the car door. He was watching me approach, his mirrored sunglasses reflecting the light and the slight frown on his face showing his annoyance.

      How long had he been there? What did he even want?

      I wasn’t in the mood to deal with him after the long day I’d had, but I obviously couldn’t pretend like I hadn’t seen him there in the middle of the driveway. I also couldn’t just ask him to come back later, even though I was sorely tempted to try.

      I sighed and forced a wave—even giving a half-smile—as I got closer. “Hi, Dean. Is there something I can help you with?”

      I could see his jaw muscles clench as he slowly took off his mirrored glasses and tucked them away in his pocket. “No, there isn’t anything you can help me with.” His words were clipped and forced. And… that was a weird answer, wasn’t it? “I’m here as a courtesy, Jean. I wanted to let you know that I’ve officially closed the Kevin McKnight case.”

      His words hit me like a dash of cold water, causing me to blink and suck in a sharp breath. “I… What? Why? Aren’t you even going to try to collect more evidence? Ask more questions? Anything?”

      I had to take another breath because I was in danger of losing my temper—a scenario that probably wouldn’t have ended well, since he was also clearly annoyed. What was the point of even opening an investigation if he hadn’t planned on following through?

      “This investigation doesn’t concern you.” He shook his head. “It never did, aside from the statement you gave me a few days ago. That was the beginning and the end of your involvement. At least, it should have been the end of it.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” I knew exactly what it meant, of course. But if he had been doing his job all along, there wouldn’t have even been a need for me to get involved. I thought that Cleo and I had been doing a pretty good job of keeping our own little investigation under wraps and low key, but he obviously knew something.

      “People in this town love to gossip, Jean. You know that.” He gave me a hard look and then an exasperated sigh. “Look, I know you’ve been going around and talking to the tourists. You’ve been asking questions and getting them all riled up. I’m telling you right now, point blank, to drop it.”

      My face was feeling hot, and I could hear my heart pounding in my ears. I needed to take a deep breath. I needed to calm down, to stop letting him get under my skin. He was just so good at it, and he always had been. It was hard to believe that there had been a time in my life when I had actually let myself daydream about a future with Dean.

      At least I could blame my poor judgment on being young and naive back then. Now though?

      Even his name annoyed me. And how silly would it have sounded if we had ended up together?

      “I don’t think it’s very fair that you’re trying to blame me for tourists gossiping in town.” I tried to bite back my irritation, but I could tell it was coming through in my tone anyway. But whatever. I wouldn’t have been irritated in the first place if he hadn’t been sitting there in my driveway waiting to lecture me.

      “That isn’t what I said, Jean.” He paused, and I could see the muscles in his jaw clenching. “Look, I’m trying to ask you nicely, okay? I don’t want this to turn into a fight. It doesn’t need to be some big, difficult thing. But I don’t think it’s asking too much for you to keep your nose out of police business. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      I sucked in a sharp breath and returned his hard stare for several long seconds. I was suddenly aware of just how long I’d been on my feet that day. Every muscle in my body ached. My legs were tired. My arms were tired. I was tired. And even though Dean might have said he didn’t want to turn this into some kind of big production, he also hadn’t made it very easy for me to keep my mouth shut.

      Having a conversation was one thing. I didn’t mind a debate. I would have probably admitted to my little side investigation with Cleo if Dean had shown any interest whatsoever in actually finding out the facts surrounding Kevin McKnight’s death.

      In fact, I was sorely tempted to fish my phone from my pocket and show him the pictures I’d taken outside Roy’s trailer earlier. Dean would probably have some sort of glib explanation for that too. Maybe it had been a bear. A bear that had attacked Roy’s RV and then shoved itself into one of the storage bins.

      I was getting more irritated just thinking about it. I didn’t feel like I could trust Dean with the photos. Even if he didn’t try to explain them away with some ridiculous scenario, there was no guarantee that he wouldn’t confiscate them as evidence and then make sure that I didn’t have access to them anymore.

      “I understand perfectly.” I spoke slowly and deliberately, keeping my tone as even as possible. “And as far as I know, I’m not interfering in anything. It was a bear attack, like you said. Case closed.” I shrugged. “But surely there isn’t a law against making new friends and talking to people in town, is there? If so, I should probably hurry inside and let my parents know. Their day-to-day jobs would probably put them on the wrong side of the law.”

      “Pretty sure your parents will be fine,” Dean snapped. “You, on the other hand? I don’t know, Jean. You’re right that it’s not against the law to go around town making new friends. Interesting, though, that all of your new friends in town happen to be men. Single men, from what I understand.”

      My mouth dropped open and then closed again, but no words came out at first. I really couldn’t believe what he was implying. Dean Wheeler had known me for most of my life, and he absolutely knew me better than that.

      Trying to make it sound like I had been going around town and flirting with every single guy I came across was almost as absurd as it was insulting. It was a new low, even for him.

      But that was fine. He could make those petty little digs and insinuations all day long. First of all, I didn’t care. I didn’t have to let his bad attitude affect me. Second, it was such a ridiculous accusation that I wasn’t worried about anyone in town believing him. Everyone here knew me and my family.

      And the people who really knew me also knew that the last person I’d openly flirted with in town was him. What a mistake that had been.

      “You know what?” I laughed, because the whole conversation had been a joke from the beginning. Coming here to my parents’ house and trying to bully me into being quiet, and then making that crazy flirting accusation? Yeah, it was a complete joke. “I’m going to do my best to forget you said that just now. I’m not going to let it ruin my day, and I’m not going to make up some wild lie about you in return. I’m just not going to do those things. I’m too tired, Dean. And too grown up for those games. But I will tell you this—if I wanted to go around town flirting with every man I saw, I would. I wouldn’t be ashamed of it. And I would also bet that none of them would turn around and publicly humiliate me in front of the whole town like you did.”

      It was his turn to look surprised. Maybe even a little embarrassed.

      Good.

      Hopefully, he would keep my words in mind the next time he decided to say something untrue and hurtful.

      “Jean, I don’t think that’s—”

      I cut him off with a glare and a dismissive wave as I walked past him toward my parents’ front door. “Good night, Detective.”

      If he said anything else, I didn’t hear. I didn’t turn around. I didn’t want to see him or think about him again for a long time. Or ever again, preferably.

      I stepped inside the house and closed the door behind me, closing my eyes and resting against the door frame while I gathered my thoughts. I really had to stop letting Dean get to me like that. He just knew exactly which buttons to push to send my blood pressure through the roof.

      There were times when we could be perfectly civil toward each other, like that morning when we’d sat across from each other at my parents’ breakfast table. It hadn’t been a pleasant conversation, but we’d both been polite. Almost friendly, thinking back on it.

      And then there were other times when he made me so angry I couldn’t even see straight. Times like tonight.

      “Jean, is that you, dear?” my mom called from the kitchen. “You’re just in time for dinner, so I hope you’re hungry.”

      “Super hungry,” I answered, forcing a smile as I walked into the kitchen. I didn’t want to rehash the whole argument with Dean, and I didn’t want to give my parents a reason to even think I was upset. With any luck, they wouldn’t have even seen Dean’s car outside.

      “Did you see the detective outside?” Dad adjusted his glasses and peered at me over the top of his newspaper. So much for luck being on my side tonight. “I offered to let him come inside, but he said he’d rather wait out there for you to get home.”

      “Probably for the best,” Mom chimed in. “He seemed a little tense when he came to the door, and then he was pacing back and forth in the driveway for ages.”

      “I’m sure he’s under a lot of pressure,” Dad sighed. “First that poor man died right before the festival, and now it’s the only thing the Sasquatch hunters in town want to talk about. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve heard that poor man’s name down at the library. I wish they’d just let him rest in peace.”

      I bit my tongue to keep from offering my opinion about how hard Dean might be working or how much pressure he might be under. He needed to be under more pressure, as far as I was concerned.

      But honestly?

      I’d had enough of Dean Wheeler and Bigfoot and the dearly departed Mr. McKnight for one day. I just wanted to enjoy a meal with my parents, watch some TV, and drift off to sleep.

      Just a normal night. How long had it been since I’d had one of those?
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      It was funny how a good night’s sleep could make the previous day’s drama seem far away and insignificant. At least, that was how I was feeling about it as I slipped inside the back door of the bakery the next morning.

      “Jean, you’re not here to work, are you?” Janelle frowned and looked at the calendar on the wall. “I didn’t think you were coming in to help out for another couple of days.”

      “I’m not.” I shot her a sneaky grin as she offered me one of her delicious white chocolate chunk cookies. “Thanks. I just had breakfast, but…” I took a bite and nearly melted into a puddle on the floor. “Yeah, there’s no way I’m ever going to be able to turn down one of these cookies, Janelle. You’re a baking goddess.”

      “It takes a village.” She made a gesture to encompass the other cooks and bakers working around us then tossed me a wink. “But I’ll still take the compliment.”

      Being in the bakery with Janelle and my aunt—and all the other wonderful people who made the place run so well—was almost as nice and comforting as being in my own home. Even on days like this one when I wasn’t helping out, I tried to make it a point to at least stop in and say hi.

      Plus, it gave me an excuse to people watch and continue the forbidden investigation that Cleo and I had started.

      “Is Aunt Betsy up front?” I peered through the big pass-through window that separated the kitchen from the front counter but didn’t see her. “Oh, never mind. There she is.”

      Aunt Betsy’s head popped up from behind one of the display cases, a tray of heavenly-looking crepes in her hands. Her eyes met mine and sparkled as she nodded for me to join her up front.

      “Come back in a bit,” Janelle rubbed her hands together as she leaned in and gave me a conspiratorial look. “I’m going to need a taste tester for a new cherry pie filling I’m trying. I love the look of it, but cherries and I… We don’t get along.”

      I grinned. “You know you can count on me to make that sacrifice, Janelle.” We both laughed and I gave a little wave as I left her to her work.

      Fresh cherry pie filling? Yes, please. All day long.

      Just one more reason why I loved hanging out at the bakery.

      “Good morning, dear,” my aunt called out across the busy front counter. “You came just in time. The line is dying down a little, and I have a cup of hot coffee calling my name over there in the corner.”

      She nodded toward the little bistro table that was tucked away on the far side of the counter. It was Aunt Betsy’s favorite place to sit when she wasn’t busy stocking display cases or helping customers. The table was far enough out of the way that she could sit down and get a few moments of peace but still close enough to the action that she could jump up and help when needed.

      Plus, it was in the perfect spot to overhear all of the daily news from the nearby tables.

      We sat down across from each other at the table, and I looked out at the handful of customers who were still waiting in line. “Has it been busy this morning?”

      “Not too bad.” She sipped her coffee. “They’ve kept me busy, at least. These are the kinds of mornings I love—plenty of work to do but still enough time in between to have a little chat.”

      “That does make the time go by pretty quickly,” I nodded. “That’s why I like coming here to help out whenever I can. It’s almost therapeutic in a way, letting our minds wander a little while we keep our hands busy.”

      “Shh,” She touched her finger to her lips and winked. “Don’t go around telling everyone our secret. How do you think I manage to keep smiling all day? I’m usually off in my own world while I’m here. It’s the perfect sort of retirement for someone who can’t stand to sit still.”

      Aunt Betsy had always been a free spirit and happy-go-lucky, and owning the bakery hadn’t seemed to diminish either of those qualities. And like she’d said, it had also given her an opportunity to stay busy and have fun while putting down some roots in the town.

      The way she ran the place made it seem like the best of both worlds—plenty of independence but just enough responsibility to keep her motivated.

      I laughed. “I hope I’ll find something that keeps me as happy—and as busy—when it’s time for me to retire.”

      “Speaking of which…” She raised a brow. “What are your plans for the next few years? Are you thinking about going back overseas? Your dad seems to be back on his feet and getting around just fine now.”

      It was the dreaded question. What was I going to do with my life? It seemed like I’d been getting some version of that question since the day I’d turned eighteen.

      For a while, I thought I’d get married. That relationship had disastrously—but thankfully!—gone up in flames a couple of months before the wedding.

      Then, I thought I’d teach English in Turkey. That had been fun, for sure, and a wonderful learning experience for me. But my dad’s illness had brought me back home to Reedville, and I was starting to remember just how much I’d missed the place.

      “He is, thank goodness.” I sat back in my chair and sighed. “And I’m not exactly in a hurry to move out again, but it is something I’ve been thinking about more and more these days. I don’t think I’ll go back overseas though. Not for a while, at least.”

      “No?” Aunt Betsy looked surprised. “I thought you liked it there in Turkey? That seemed to be a good teaching job you had.”

      “It really was great.” I smiled, remembering my students, their rich culture, and their beautiful city. “And maybe I’ll go back to visit someday. But I think I’d like to stay a little closer to home for a while. Maybe even get a place here in Reedville.”

      “Really?” Aunt Betsy’s eyebrows shot up again. “You’re certainly full of surprises today. What’s made you decide to stay here? I can’t imagine this town has much to offer for someone your age, especially since you’ve already been all over the world.”

      I hadn’t exactly been all over the world, but I sort of felt like Aunt Betsy and I were kindred spirits since we both enjoyed traveling and didn’t seem to stay in one place for too long.

      We had both ended up coming back to Reedville though.

      “Living here wasn’t really on my radar before, but now that I’ve been back…” I shrugged. “I don’t know. I enjoy the slower pace. The way people look out for each other. And it helps that my parents are here. My dad’s illness made me realize how lucky I am to have both of them, and I just don’t want to be on the other side of the world from where they are.” I paused then added, “But I also don’t want to still be living in their house once I hit my mid-thirties.”

      “No,” she shook her head. “You’re like me—independent. You need your own space and your own rules.”

      “Exactly.” I couldn’t help but smile. Being compared to Aunt Betsy—by Aunt Betsy herself—was a pretty huge compliment. “So, I’ll probably start looking for a place around town at some point. No particular rush at the moment though.”

      The door opened, and Aunt Betsy turned to look but then sighed when she saw who it was. I didn’t blame her. Old Man Lawrence was one of the scariest people I’d ever met. Well, not that I’d ever really met him. But every kid in Reedville knew to stay off Old Man Lawrence’s property, and I’d heard plenty of stories over the years about how he had run countless hikers off his property with the business end of a shotgun.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I know I shouldn’t really be scared of an elderly man, but… he’s so intimidating. I’m always scared he’ll yell at me when I have to take his order. He seriously stresses me out.”

      Aunt Betsy chuckled. “He’s not so bad, dear. I think his bark is much worse than his bite. But I really can’t say I blame him for being cranky. He has those no trespassing signs up all over his property, and people just ignore them when they’re up in the mountains. It’s even worse during the week of the Sasquatch festival. He might as well not even have a fence around his property at all.”

      I had never really thought about it that way. I would have probably been cranky and irritable too if my land was constantly getting trampled on by tourists and hunters.

      I probably wouldn’t chase people off with a shotgun, but each to their own.

      The old man’s nephew, Noel, followed him in and walked up to the front counter to order their usual—two plain black coffees, one with a packet of fake sugar on the side—while Old Man Lawrence pulled up a chair at a table directly in my line of sight.

      Great.

      He’d probably catch me staring at him and start yelling or try to shoot me or something.

      I hoped Aunt Betsy was right about the old man’s bark being worse than his bite. Because seriously, I was scared enough of the bark.

      Aunt Betsy was telling me something about a new scone she wanted to start selling, but I was only half listening, unable to tear my attention away from the old man and his nephew. They both looked around, scowling as they huddled over their steaming cups of coffee.

      I didn’t know Noel very well, but it didn’t take much imagination to picture him getting a little older and becoming just as grumpy and intimidating as his uncle.

      They were just close enough for me to make out a few words of their hushed conversation. Noel was saying something about a deal. About how it would be best for everyone involved. How they wouldn’t have to deal with the tourists anymore. And then something about a payout.

      Was the old man thinking about selling his land? Moving to Florida?

      I couldn’t picture it. Old Man Lawrence in one of those retirement communities? Playing bingo and shuffleboard?

      Yeah, I was pretty sure those things would never happen in this lifetime.

      “Jean, dear.” Aunt Betsy’s voice brought me back to the conversation about scones. Or… maybe I’d missed the rest of that conversation entirely. “If you’re going to eavesdrop, it helps if you don’t stare with your mouth open while you lean in toward the private conversation.” She winked. “People don’t always appreciate such an attentive audience.”

      I was mortified, but she was still giving me that mischievous smile of hers. If I had to get caught by someone, at least it had been her. Old Man Lawrence probably would have fed me to the wolves if he’d known I was trying to picture him living out his retirement with a fake tan in Florida.

      Before I could apologize for paying more attention to their conversation than the one we’d been having, another couple walked in. Middle-aged and clearly well off, they were the kind of people who just looked like they were a little too loud, a little too flashy. This time, it was Betsy who made a sour face.

      Aunt Betsy never talked too badly about her customers. She believed in good karma and second chances and the golden rule. So, for her to make a face like that was actually a pretty big deal to me. Even Kevin McKnight’s rude antics and bad attitude had only earned him a mild rebuke and a story about how everyone was special or whatever.

      “Who are they?” I whispered, the old man and his nephew momentarily forgotten as the loud, rich couple took the table closest to us. “They look like they just stepped out of an ad for cardigan sweaters or tennis skirts or something.”

      Betsy snickered. “Mark and Beverly Richardson,” she mumbled from the corner of her mouth. “People like them are more dangerous than Old Man Lawrence ever thought about being.”

      I opened my mouth to ask her what she meant but then closed it again when I heard the rich couple say something about how a convenient death was going to mean great publicity for the festival.

      “They’re major sponsors for some of the events,” Aunt Betsy mouthed. “They only come in a couple of times a year, but they are so bossy. All that money couldn’t buy them any manners, unfortunately.”

      I snorted, playing it off as a cough when Mark and Beverly turned to look in my direction. “Sorry.” I gave them a nervous smile that they completely ignored as they went back to their too-loud conversation.

      “Ticket sales have absolutely skyrocketed,” the man—Mark, I guess—was saying to his wife as she nodded enthusiastically. “We’ll definitely sell out this year if the demand keeps going so strong.”

      “You really can’t buy publicity like this,” she agreed. “The rumor of a man getting killed by a Sasquatch right before the festival has been like catnip to these people. They’re not just coming in from other parts of the country this year. This story has gone global.”

      Global.

      Kevin McKnight’s death in tiny little Reedville had gone global. Mr. McKnight had made a career of trying to debunk the myths and stories surrounding Bigfoot. For his death to have become part of the myth was a twist of fate I’m sure he had never imagined.

      “With a little bit of luck,” Mark continued, “Bigfoot will stick around Reedville for a little while longer and stir up some more trouble. Could you imagine?”

      “It’s like having a Sasquatch that lays golden eggs.” His wife laughed. “This is absolutely going to put our little festival on the map.”

      Aunt Betsy sighed and shook her head. “See what I mean? Dangerous.”

      I had to agree. That kind of greed seemed to have the potential for a lot more damage than one old man trying to protect his property.
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      “I hope you brought your appetite with you tonight, Cleo,” my mom said, setting an enormous bowl of potato salad in the middle of the kitchen table. “Tim has steaks cooking on the grill and some veggies on skewers—oh, and then I was going to shred some lettuce for a little salad before dinner. Should I do regular salad and potato salad? Is that too much?”

      Cleo and I exchanged a knowing smile. It cracked me up that my mom wondered if maybe the small dinner salad might be the thing that was too much, but I certainly wasn’t complaining. Her potato salad was the best I had ever tasted, so I was definitely willing to pack on a few extra calories for dinner.

      Plus, we had Cleo over. It was basically an unwritten rule in the Williams household that we had to cook all the food when there was company over.

      I didn’t know why, but again, I wasn’t complaining.

      “I think it sounds fantastic,” Cleo answered, shrugging. “Everything smells delicious.” She looked over at me. “Your parents always make the best meals. My mom and I were just going to order a pizza if I hadn’t come over here.”

      My dad came in from the back porch with a plate full of steaks and veggies, setting them tantalizingly out of reach from where I was sitting at the table. “Don’t let the feast fool you,” he said, tossing Cleo a wink. “Before Jean moved back from Turkey, getting takeout a couple nights a week was sort of a guilty pleasure for Cindy and me.”

      “I’m pretty sure they still indulge on the evenings when I’m not around,” I added. “But it’s not like I set the menu around here. I don’t mind some greasy pizza every now and then.”

      Pizza or pastries or cake or cappuccino.

      I certainly wasn’t going to win any awards for healthy eating anytime soon, though it was something I tried to be mindful of. Sort of like balancing out potato salad with… another salad.

      “Well, I think it’s nice to have a good, home-cooked meal as a family as often as possible while we’re all under the same roof again,” Mom said, bringing over the hastily tossed salad greens. “Once Jean moves out again, I won’t get to cook like this very often. I’m kind of enjoying it right now, to be honest.”

      “It has been sort of a blessing having our Jean back these past couple of months,” Dad nodded, then turned to me. “You know we hated asking you to cut your residency short in Turkey, but I’ll never complain about having my favorite daughter around.”

      I hated that my dad still felt guilty about the fact that I had to come back home to help take care of him. Mom and I had both told him a million times that staying in Turkey hadn’t even crossed my mind once I’d heard how sick he was. I came home and did what I needed to do for my family, and I would have done the same thing all over again.

      I grinned as we all started passing around the serving dishes. “Your only daughter, you mean? But yeah, even though the circumstances of me coming home weren’t the best—that bronchitis and pneumonia combination was a scary one, Dad—I am really glad to be back. I was just talking to Aunt Betsy about that today at the bakery.”

      “How is Betsy doing?” Mom asked. “I’ve been meaning to call her for a chat, but she’s always so busy when the festival comes to town. Makes me feel guilty for taking up her time.”

      “She’s definitely staying busy.” I nodded. “Everyone at the bakery is working nonstop from open to close. I caught her at the perfect time this morning though. She had just poured a cup of coffee, so I sat with her while she took a little break.”

      “That’s good,” Dad said. “She needs to take more breaks like that. Betsy is the only person I know who seems to work harder in retirement than she ever did before.”

      It was true, but then Betsy had always had a pretty active life. Whether it was working somewhere or organizing charity events or just being the social butterfly that we all knew and loved, she had never been one to sit back and relax for more than a few minutes at a time.

      “Working at the bakery makes her happy though.” I shrugged. “As long as she’s happy, that’s all that really matters, I guess.” I thought back to our conversation at the bakery that morning and then how the mood had soured once Mark and Beverly had come in. I was curious about what Cleo and my normally mild-mannered parents might have to say about the obnoxious rich couple. “Do any of you know the Richardsons?”

      “The couple who sponsors the festival?” Mom wrinkled her nose. “They can be… difficult.”

      I was more than a little surprised. It took a lot—like, a lot—for my mother to say a bad word about anyone. For her to label someone as difficult? There had to be a story there.

      “I’ve only ever dealt with Beverly,” Cleo said between bites of potato salad. “She’s bought a few of my pieces over the years. She’s always been nice enough to me, but… yeah, she can be quite particular.” She shrugged. “Then again, most people I know are sort of particular about the art they buy.”

      I was also a little surprised that the Richardsons had done business with Cleo. Not because Cleo’s work wasn’t fantastic, but because I had sort of assumed Mark and Beverly lacked the taste to appreciate good art. Maybe even loud, opportunistic rich people had some redeeming qualities.

      “Well, I don’t have to deal with them directly when they come into the store.” Mom made another unpleasant face. “But I feel sorry for my boss. Poor Mr. Mason just wants to run his little outdoor supply store in peace, but every year they come in and wrangle a sponsorship for the festival out of him. I just get so irritated at the way they run over him every single time.”

      That news irritated me too. I didn’t know Mr. Mason very well personally, but Mom had managed the outdoor supply store for years, and he had always treated her like gold. She’d said plenty of times that he was the best boss she’d ever had. I didn’t like the thought of Mark and Beverly going in and taking advantage of his kindness.

      Dad shook his head. “Mr. Mason really should stand up to them. Why doesn’t he just tell them no? He certainly doesn’t have to buy one of their overpriced sponsorships.”

      “Or if he doesn’t want to be confrontational,” I added, “maybe he could just tell them he can’t afford it? It’s not like they could really argue with that.”

      Money was usually tight for a lot of the smaller businesses in Reedville, at least until the month of the festival when all the tourists came to spend their money in town. The outdoor supply store was at a particular disadvantage, though, since they sold the same sort of equipment that most of the Sasquatch hunters already owned. It wasn’t like it would be that big of a stretch for Mr. Mason to tell the Richardsons that he just couldn’t keep forking over the cash to help finance their festival.

      Especially since they didn’t ever seem to have a problem with keeping the lion’s share of the profits.

      “I don’t really know.” Mom frowned. “I think he always tries to put up some kind of argument, but they always win. Maybe they have some kind of dirt on him, but I can’t imagine Mr. Mason doing anything scandalous. I wouldn’t put it past those two to use some kind of threats though. They seem to be ruthless when it comes to their finances.”

      Ruthless and difficult? That was the equivalent of a no-holds-barred rant for my mother. She was the only one who seemed to feel so strongly about the Richardsons though. Cleo had been almost complimentary, not that I could blame her. Finding patrons willing to buy art on a recurring basis was no easy task in a town the size of Reedville. It wouldn’t make sense for her to go around bad-mouthing those same patrons, even though she could trust that our conversation wouldn’t leave the dinner table.

      “What about you, Dad?” I turned my attention to the other side of the table where he was happily tearing into his steak. “Surely, you’ve had to deal with them at some point?”

      He nodded as he finished chewing the bite he’d just taken. “I have, but not often. They only come into the library every once in a blue moon.”

      “I don’t picture them as being very avid readers,” Mom said under her breath.

      Dad grinned. “No, I don’t suspect they are. Not outside the supermarket tabloids anyway.” Dad paused, laughing quietly at his own joke. “But no, they usually only stop by the library when they need to look up maps or land records. They came in last year with Noel Hillyer—Old Man Lawrence’s nephew—to look up the locations of the old mining caves up on the ridge.”

      “Old mining caves?” I asked. “They’re getting into the mining business now?”

      “And with a bunch of old caves that have already been mined?” Cleo added. “Doesn’t sound like the smartest investment to me.”

      Dad shrugged. “I didn’t know what they were up to at first. I remember joking around and asking if they were planning on doing some Sasquatch hunting up on the ridge, but they just laughed like it was the funniest thing in the world. Mark said they might be buying some land, but he needed to do some research into the area first.”

      “But why was Noel with them?” Mom’s eyebrows knitted together. “He doesn’t have any land to sell—certainly not any mines.”

      “He doesn’t,” Dad continued. “But his uncle does. I’m pretty sure Old Man Lawrence still owns the land they were researching that day.”

      I thought back to when I’d seen them earlier in the day at the bakery. “Lawrence and Noel did come in around the same time as the Richardsons today. But they weren’t sitting together or talking to each other. I don’t even know for sure if they looked at each other. And the only business the Richardsons were discussing was how they were going to profit off the death of Mr. McKnight.”

      Mom gasped. “Oh, no. That’s terrible. Why would anyone even think of trying to turn a profit off something so tragic and unfortunate? And then to talk about it out in public so casually?” She shook her head. “That’s just too much. It really is.”

      “It was pretty awful to hear.” I grimaced, remembering how it had made me feel to hear them wishing for even more trouble in town. “They said that if the Bigfoot rumors keep spreading, the festival might even sell out this year.”

      “Gross.” Cleo shuddered. “I mean, it’s great that the festival might bring in some money, but not when it comes at the expense of someone’s life. That’s just not right.”

      “Agreed.” Dad nodded. “And I think we’ve given the Richardsons enough of our time tonight. Has anyone read anything interesting lately? There’s a new biography of—”

      My phone chimed, interrupting Dad and earning me a disapproving look from Mom. We all had an agreement that the dinner table was a device-free zone. But I’d been keeping my phone within reach at all times since I’d dropped off that hair sample with Jim and Colt. I didn’t know when they might call, and I didn’t want to risk missing it.

      “Sorry.” I winced as my phone chimed again. “I really need to take this.”

      Mom’s frown deepened. “Can’t it wait, dear? We have company over, and your dinner will get cold.”

      “Sorry, Mom,” I repeated, already getting up out of my seat to take the call. “But I promise I’ll be quick. And anyway, Cleo will be super interested in this call if it’s who I think it is.”

      “Hello?” I hurried into the living room, answering before I even had the phone up to my ear.

      “Jean?” A gruff, gravelly voice asked. “This is Jim. I just got those test results back.”

      I couldn’t contain a little squeal of excitement as I paced back and forth around the living room.

      “Everything okay in there, sweetie?” Dad called from the dining room.

      “Everything is great, Dad, sorry! I’ll be back in just a second.” I tried to keep my voice down as I turned my attention back to the phone call. “Sorry, Jim. What did the results show? Please tell me it wasn’t just a patch of hair from one of those Bigfoot suits you were talking about or… or a wig or something.”

      He laughed. “No, that’s the thing. It the hair isn’t synthetic at all. It’s definitely from a mammal!”

      Jim sounded more excited and animated than he had before—even when I’d first shown him the sample. And his excitement was making me feel kind of giddy.

      “Can the tests determine what kind of mammal it is? Like… could it possibly be a bear or a wolf or something?”

      “Not exactly,” he answered. “We’ve tested hundreds of samples over the years, including every known species of large mammal in this part of the country, and the sample you gave me doesn’t match any of them.”

      “Oh… oh. So, that’s a good sign, right? That means we know for sure it wasn’t a bear or anything else from around here. That means it could be—”

      “Well, we can’t be too hasty with our assumptions,” he cautioned. “Of course, I want to believe more than anyone that it might be a Sasquatch. That would be… well, it would be the greatest discovery of my life. We still need to keep trying to find a match until we’ve ruled out every possible scenario. The closest thing we’ve found so far is an extinct species of primates from the Himalayas.”

      I blinked. “The Himalayas? But a primate—that could still be a good sign. That could still be some kind of Sasquatch ancestor.” I had visions of the charts I’d seen illustrating the evolution of humans. Who was to say that Bigfoot hadn’t gone through some sort of similar evolutionary process? It made sense to me, anyway, and the legend had been around forever.

      I was getting way ahead of myself though. Earlier today, I would have been skeptical of any supposed evidence that a Sasquatch had ever existed. And a healthy amount of skepticism was probably still a good thing in this case.

      But that hadn’t stopped my imagination from having a field day with the possibilities.

      “I won’t keep you on the phone,” Jim continued. “I just wanted to call and let you know our preliminary findings. I’ll keep you posted if we discover anything else. Have a good night.”

      “Thanks, Jim. Good night.”

      Wow.

      My heart was fluttering, and I couldn’t stop smiling. Was I actually turning into a Bigfoot believer?
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      I was still bubbling over with excitement when I joined my parents downstairs for breakfast the next morning. Between the amazing meal we’d had the night before and the adrenaline rush of maybe, possibly proving that Bigfoot was real?

      Yeah, I had barely even slept at all.

      But instead of being exhausted like I should have been, I was ready to carpe the diem and see if I could find out any other details about that hair sample.

      Not that I really expected Jim to have had time to run more tests between last night’s phone call and this morning, but maybe he had? He’d seemed just as excited—maybe even more excited—as I had been. He might have spent the whole night letting his imagination run away with possibilities just like I had.

      The corners of Dad’s mouth turned up in a grin as he looked at me from across the table. “Someone is in a chipper mood this morning. You came bouncing down those stairs like you were late for a hot date.”

      “And here I thought maybe you were just really excited for oatmeal and toast.” Mom tossed me a wink as I grabbed a bowl of oats. “Your father is right though. You do seem especially energetic this morning. You must have had a good night’s sleep.” She gave me a curious look. “Do you have a hot date this morning?”

      I laughed. “Do people even go on dates for breakfast? Is that a thing?” I couldn’t imagine getting up early enough for breakfast and trying to look cute for a date at the same time. That just didn’t happen in my world. “But no, I honestly didn’t get a ton of sleep.” I shrugged. “I’m just in a good mood today. I’m going to eat some breakfast and then I think I’ll go for a nice long bike ride.”

      I left out the fact that my bike ride might happen to take me past the campground on the outskirts of town and that I might just stop and talk with Jim and Colt. My parents probably wouldn’t have understood my newfound interest in Bigfoot, and the hair sample was technically part of the top-secret, officially forbidden, non-investigation that Cleo and I were conducting.

      And I certainly couldn’t talk about that.

      My dad quirked a brow. “Excited for breakfast and a long bike ride? Who are you and what have you done with our daughter?”

      Mom laughed. “I still think it could be a date. A brunch date is definitely a thing that people do.”

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were both just trying to marry me off so I’ll move out.” I gave them both a suspicious look. “Just remember, I’m your cake supplier. Without me around, you’d have to go to the bakery yourselves.”

      Dad feigned an alarmed look as he turned to my mom. “She’s right, Cindy.” He shook his head. “No, we can’t have that. Jean, sweetie, I’m sorry but you’re going to have to cancel that date. I’m sure he’s a nice young man, but it’s important that we all keep our priorities in mind.”

      “Our priorities?” I laughed.

      Dad nodded solemnly. “Cake is always a priority. Followed closely by cupcakes, scones, and bread. Dating is much lower on the list.”

      Mom gave me a bemused shrug. “You know you can’t come between your father and his baked goods, dear. The wedding will have to wait.”

      “Oh, now there’s a wedding?” I laughed again. They were both on a roll this morning. “I promise that if any of this dating talk were true, the two of you would be the first to know.” I looked over at my dad. “And I promise not to stop ever bringing cake home, even if I do meet a guy who sweeps me off my feet.”

      “That sounds like a compromise I can live with.” Dad nodded. “You have my blessing to keep planning the wedding.”

      I groaned. “Like I said, you’ll both be the first to know. I can assure you there won’t be any wedding bells ringing today. Just a bike ride.”

      And Bigfoot.
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        * * *

      

      Riding my bike all the way out to the campground might not have been the best idea in the world. The sweaty, disheveled, wind-blown look wasn’t especially flattering, and I didn’t especially like the idea of showing up looking like a hot mess in front of strangers.

      Then again, Jim and Colt had both seen me after a morning of hiking and running from what might have possibly been a Sasquatch the last time I visited them, so I hadn’t exactly set the bar for my personal appearance very high.

      At least it was a breezy day, so I hoped that the dust and sweat sticking to me had been kept to a minimum.

      All of my worries about scaring away the Sasquatch hunters with my present state were pushed aside as soon as I rode into the campground.

      It looked like a tornado had ripped through the whole area. Clothing, equipment, garbage, and random debris that I couldn’t even begin to identify had been scattered from one end of the campground to the other.

      Had there been a tornado last night that I hadn’t heard about?

      They were usually rare enough in this part of the country to cause quite a bit of excitement, and my parents would have definitely been buzzing about it over breakfast. So, probably not a tornado?

      But what else could have done so much damage?

      There were a few guys out picking through the debris, holding things up and showing each other. But there was something bizarre about the whole scene.

      Nobody seemed upset.

      None of them looked angry or even a little inconvenienced by having their belongings emptied out over several acres. In fact, most of the people I saw were smiling, excitedly calling out for the other guys to hurry over and look at some new discovery.

      Not exactly the reaction I would have expected at the site of a natural disaster. The mood felt more like a block party than a search party.

      I kept riding until I got to the RV that Colt and Jim shared. Just like the others, it looked like everything that had been left out in the open overnight had either been destroyed or flung far and wide.

      Jim and Colt were outside picking through the debris and laughing like they were having the time of their lives—just like everyone else I’d seen in the campground.

      “Jean!” Colt called out, waving me over. “Good to see you again!” He gestured to the stuff that was scattered all over the place. “Pretty wild, huh? I think this has been the most exciting year for the festival so far. And this is just the first day!”

      “What happened?” I looked around, still not knowing what to make of it all. “Did the parade come through the campground or something?”

      Jim walked over to join us, setting a half-full garbage bag aside. “Sure looks that way, doesn’t it?” His eyes got wide and he leaned in a little. “You’re probably not gonna believe this, but… It was a Sasquatch!”

      I looked from Jim to Colt and back again. He didn’t seem to be joking, and this definitely was a Bigfoot-sized mess. But…

      “Did you see it?” I hoped I didn’t sound too skeptical. I might have been creeping over to the believer’s point of view recently, but I hadn’t completely made up my mind about the whole thing. “I mean, for something to have caused this much damage over the whole camp, someone should have at least caught a glimpse of it, right?”

      “Better than a glimpse,” Colt grinned. “We have security footage.” He motioned for me to follow him inside the RV. “You’re welcome to come in and see for yourself if you’d like.”

      There wasn’t any way I was going to pass up an opportunity like that. If they really did have security camera footage of Bigfoot? Yeah, that was going to be a really big deal.

      I didn’t hesitate to follow him inside and to the rear of the RV where they had the lab set up. “I actually stopped by just to see if you guys had heard anything else about the hair sample, but this is so much better.”

      “Yeah, it’s really cool. I can’t believe the luck we’ve had.” He flipped on one of the monitors, and a black and white picture came into focus. “First the hair sample you brought us, and now this…”

      We watched together in silence for several seconds. I couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary at first, but then something—something that was big and hairy and walking on two legs—ambled into the frame. The view was partially obstructed by the other RVs, but the picture was still clear enough to see that it wasn’t just one of the other campers walking around and trashing the place.

      Even to my untrained eye, it looked like a Sasquatch. It looked enough like one that my brain couldn’t come up with any other reasonable explanation. And when had Bigfoot started to seem like the reasonable option?

      Score one more point for the believers.

      By the time the security footage had finished playing, Jim had joined us in the RV. I felt a little breathless and giddy, just like I’d felt when I’d spoken with Jim on the phone the night before. This whole thing was such a head rush. I was starting to see why the Sasquatch hunters like Jim and Colt dedicated so much time and energy to the hobby.

      “What are you going to do now?” I looked back up at the monitor where the frozen image still showed the unmistakable features of a Sasquatch. “Are you going to report it to the news? Or the police?” The thought of seeing Dean Wheeler’s face when he got a look at that image would have been too tempting for me to pass up if I’d had a tape like that in my possession.

      Jim shook his head. “Not yet. Some of the guys around here are skipping the festival today so they can go up into the forest and do some exploring. Everyone wants to be the first one to see the real thing in person.”

      “Bigfoot fever is gonna be spreading like crazy once word gets out in the festival,” Colt added. “I’d be surprised if there’s anyone left downtown by the end of the day. They’ll all be up wandering through the mountains.”

      I had to admit that it all sounded pretty exciting. I even considered asking the guys if they could arrange for me to tag along with one of the groups that would be exploring but then decided against it. I still didn’t know for sure whether Bigfoot was real, but Bigfoot fever was definitely a thing. I’d caught a little bit of it myself just from watching that camera footage.

      “If it was a Sasquatch,” I began, “do you think it could be the same one Kevin McKnight saw? The one that killed him?”

      “They’re solitary creatures.” Jim shrugged. “Unless there’s some kind of pack or family unit in the area—which seems unlikely to me, for the record—then chances are pretty high that the one we caught on camera is the same one who attacked Kevin.”

      “And the same one whose hair you found,” Colt added. “It almost has to be, right? Unless, like Dad said, there’s more than one. That would be wild.”

      Jim grinned. “That would be a dream come true. Finding two Sasquatch in the same area? In the same week? I would die a happy man, no doubt about that.”

      I grimaced. “I don’t need anyone else around here dying on me, happily or otherwise. But please do keep me in the loop about the sample and if the hunters find anything today. I have to admit, I was pretty skeptical when this whole ordeal started a couple of weeks ago, but now—”

      Colt laughed, interrupting me. “Now you’ve got Bigfoot fever.”
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      “Are you sure you don’t want to stay and help with the cleanup, Jean?” Jim cracked a smile as the three of us left the RV. “We can always use an extra pair of hands around here.”

      “I’d stay if I could,” I said, mostly meaning it. “But I should probably head back home. My parents will think I’ve skipped town if I’m not home in time for dinner. And I like to eat way too much to be skipping any meals.”

      “That’s understandable,” he nodded. “But seriously, feel free to come back anytime. I have to admit I enjoy seeing the younger generation get enthusiastic about our way of life.”

      Colt grinned and added, “And we promise we won’t try too hard to convert you. But yeah, you’re more than welcome here anytime.”

      “Thanks, guys.” I shook both of their hands and gave a wave as I walked back toward my bike. “I’ll try to take you up on that offer sometime soon. And give me a call if you see or hear anything else!”

      I started biking back toward the main entrance of the campground, ready to make the long ride back home, when I saw the only person who could put a damper on my good mood.

      Standing outside the campground office building and talking to the owner was Detective Dean Wheeler.

      He was literally the last person I wanted to see. I was still irritated about the things he’d said the last time we’d spoken, and I certainly wasn’t in a hurry to have a repeat of that conversation.

      Maybe if I put my head down and don’t make eye contact…

      Maybe he won’t want to talk to me either.

      Hopefully.

      “Jean.” He stepped away from the man he’d been talking to and motioned me over. “I’d like to talk to you for a minute.”

      So much for not wanting to talk.

      And was it wrong that I was already a little more annoyed by the fact that he didn’t ask to talk? He didn’t say please. It wasn’t a request.

      I sighed. What was I going to do? Stick my tongue out and speed away on my bike?

      Well… It was more than a little tempting, actually.

      But I didn’t do those things. I pulled my bike over and stepped away from it, doing my best to school my features and hide my irritation.

      “I’m sort of in a hurry, Dean, so maybe we can make this quick?”

      Okay, so maybe I didn’t try that hard to hide my irritation. Still, it was better than most of the other options that had been on the tip of my tongue.

      He clenched his jaw and gave a curt nod. “This shouldn’t take long. I assume you were out here just visiting friends?”

      I shrugged. Did I have to answer that? He’d already made his assumptions anyway. “Just getting some fresh air and exercise,” I said, unable to resist the opportunity to get under his skin a little.

      “Since this is a crime scene now, I’m going to have to ask that you don’t come back until I’ve conducted a thorough search of the premises.”

      I shrugged again. “Like I said, I’m in a hurry, and I was just leaving. Was there anything else?”

      “Yes.” He cleared his throat. “I… I wish…” He huffed out a short breath and looked away for a moment. Was I about to receive an apology from Dean? That would be a first. But there was a first time for everything, right? I found myself holding my breath while I waited for him to continue. “I wish we didn’t have to keep meeting like this,” he finished.

      Oh.

      Right.

      Of course, he hadn’t apologized. His track record of being annoying was still firmly intact.

      “That would suit me just fine,” I said, starting back toward my bike. Then, because I couldn’t stand the thought of him writing this off as just another bear incident, I turned back. “Just so you know, there were some people in town yesterday talking about how great it would be if the local Sasquatch just happened to come back and cause trouble. Less than twelve hours later, it happened. I’m sure it was just a coincidence though. Maybe it was just a bear. Have you seen any lately?”

      Okay, so that last question was probably not entirely necessary—or helpful.

      But I couldn’t help it.

      I’d been the one asking questions and trying to put together the pieces of this puzzle while he’d already written the whole thing off without lifting a finger.

      Surprisingly, he let the bear comment go. Unsurprisingly, he still found a way to get on my nerves.

      “If you have something to say, Jean, just say it.” He clenched his jaw again. “Otherwise, I won’t keep you from your wanderings. I have plenty of work left to do here.”

      My wanderings? What was that supposed to mean?

      Whatever.

      I couldn’t keep letting him get to me. But to be fair, I hadn’t exactly been meek and mild this time.

      “You know who the Richardsons are, right?” I pushed my personal feelings aside and decided to just stick with the facts. “Mark and Beverly? The main sponsors of the festival?”

      “Yeah, of course.” He gave a half shrug. “Everyone in this part of the state knows who they are. What about them?”

      “They were the ones I overheard in the bakery yesterday talking about how much money they’re making off this Sasquatch rumor.”

      “Okay? So… the Richardsons are talking about making money in public? Should I alert the press?”

      He just never quit, did he? But he did sort of have a point, even though he could have made it in a less condescending way.

      “They were even talking about how Kevin McKnight’s death had brought in all sorts of tourists. That was when they said they hoped the Sasquatch would stay around and cause more damage because it was so good for business.”

      “And again,” he sighed. “It isn’t going to be news to anyone to learn that the Richardsons are opportunistic. Unless you’re suggesting that one of them is a Sasquatch or that one of them killed Kevin McKnight, I’m not sure what your point is.”

      “I’m not suggesting either of those things. Well, not necessarily.” I paused. Was I suggesting those things? I wouldn’t put much past them, if I was being completely honest. Maybe even murder. “But I think they have something to do with all of the craziness in town. This chaos is good for their bottom line—they even said so themselves. And they’ve been looking into buying Old Man Lawrence’s land. Maybe they want to drive him out so they can expand the festival and hold Bigfoot hunts up on that land.”

      “How do you know they’ve been trying to buy the land?” He seemed a little more interested, at least. “Did you overhear them talking about that too?”

      I had to stop and remember exactly how the conversation had gone. I was pretty sure I hadn’t heard the Richardsons talking about it directly, but my theory was a plausible one.

      “I know they were at the library looking at maps of the land,” I began. “With Noel Hillyer.”

      “The old man’s nephew?”

      I nodded. “And then I heard Noel telling his uncle that he should just go ahead and take some kind of deal, that he wouldn’t have to bother with the tourists anymore.”

      There.

      I’d laid out all of the facts as neatly as I could. I’d basically wrapped up his investigation and tied it with a bow before delivering it straight to him. He should have been jumping for joy—or at least acknowledging the work I’d put in.

      But was Dean Wheeler really going to surprise me and do any of those things?

      Not a chance.

      “I’ll admit it’s an interesting theory.” He shrugged. “But what you have is a lot of hearsay and some bluster from a couple of rich people who are well known for exaggerating and bragging. I’m going to need something a little more compelling than that, Jean.”

      My mouth fell open. “Are you serious? What more do you need? A signed confession?”

      “If you could get one, that would be great,” he deadpanned. “Seriously, Jean, I know you’re trying to help. I don’t know why, but I’m sure you have good intentions. But the fact of the matter is that while the Richardsons might be greedy jerks, I don’t believe they’re connected with all of this.” He motioned to the destroyed campground. “With this, or with Kevin McKnight. I can’t see how they could have had anything to do with it. And the business between them and Old Man Lawrence?” He shrugged. “You said yourself you didn’t overhear them specifically talking about his land. There just isn’t enough here to warrant any additional attention. I’m sorry.”

      He didn’t look like he was sorry. He certainly didn’t sound like he was sorry. He was talking to me like I was a well-meaning but annoying child who needed to be kept in line.

      Was it that he didn’t trust me? Would he have taken the information more seriously if it had come from someone else? Was he just trying to frustrate me for the fun of it?

      I didn’t know. It really didn’t matter, since the outcome was the same regardless of what his motivation might have been.

      I had to try one more time to make him see the logic behind what I’d just told him. “I think you’re making a mistake. A big mistake. The evidence points right—”

      “There is no evidence, Jean,” he snapped and then scrubbed a hand down his face. When he spoke again, his voice wasn’t as loud, but there was no question that he’d already discounted everything I’d said and was ready to move on. “You don’t have any evidence. Period. End of discussion. I don’t like to repeat myself, but I’m going to one more time, just for your benefit—leave the detective work to me, Jean.”

      I wanted to respond. I wanted to yell and kick and reach out to shake him—something, anything to make him stop and at least consider the possibility that he was wrong and I was right.

      He’d probably just arrest me for interfering with detective work though.

      I stood there for several long seconds, staring him down and weighing my options. In the end, though, I knew I was only making things more difficult for myself. And frankly? He wasn’t worth the trouble.

      “Fine.” I shook my head but somehow managed to hold back a massive eye roll. “I won’t take up any more of your precious time.”

      He didn’t reply, and I didn’t wait around. My time was precious too. And if he wasn’t going to take the investigation seriously?

      Well, he hadn’t left me much choice, had he?

      I’d just have to keep doing his job for him.
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      My parents and I had a tradition of visiting the festival together as a family at least once every year while it was in town. It was something I’d loved and looked forward to as a kid, but the whole thing had honestly lost some of its charm once I’d hit adulthood.

      It was nice to spend time with my parents, though, especially since I had obviously skipped going to the festival during the time I’d been living overseas.

      And while most years it was pretty uneventful—the same tourists in the same costumes playing the same games for the same prizes—this year was different.

      Very different.

      Even before it had started, this year’s festival had felt more chaotic, more electric—and more dangerous—than in years past.

      “You’ve been awfully quiet today, dear.” Mom looked over at me as we walked along Main Street. All of downtown had been blocked off for the festival and there were people everywhere. There were tons of faces I’d never seen before. And everyone seemed to be buzzing about Bigfoot.

      Which wasn’t that surprising since it was a Sasquatch festival. Of course, Bigfoot was the main attraction. But again, this year was different. It felt like people were actively searching, like they legitimately expected an actual Sasquatch to pop out from around every corner.

      “There are just so many more people this year,” I replied, still looking around and trying to take it all in. “It’s honestly a little overwhelming.”

      “Maybe it’s a good thing,” Dad offered. “If the festival is growing in popularity, that means more money for local businesses and more opportunities for the people who live here.” He shrugged. “There’s always a silver lining.”

      I smiled, glad I was there with my parents instead of by myself. Because while it was a little overwhelming to weave our way through abnormally large crowds in the middle of our tiny town, Dad was right. There was a silver lining to all of this, and most of the people visiting were probably just happy to have a good time and be with others who enjoyed the same hobby.

      Were there still some who were probably there because of Kevin McKnight’s death and the rumors surrounding it? Yeah, of course.

      But maybe I’d been reading too much into the situation. Maybe there weren’t ulterior motives and deliberate machinations everywhere around us.

      “Jean!” Colt’s voice made me stop and turn to scan the crowd. “Over here.”

      He was a few yards away, smiling and waving with one hand while he held a big plastic cup in the shape of a Sasquatch head with the other. And that was the Reedville Sasquatch festival in a nutshell—friendly tourists and pictures of Bigfoot plastered across anything that would hold still long enough.

      “How’s it going?” I led my parents over and shook his hand. After making introductions, I looked around again. “Where’s your dad? Did he go up into the mountains today?”

      I hadn’t heard from Colt or Jim since I’d visited them the day before. Not that I’d really anticipated them calling right away, but I was still curious to know if they’d come across any other information or evidence regarding the hair sample or the disturbance at the campground.

      “Nah, he’s around here somewhere.” Colt shrugged. “Probably showing off all of the new evidence you’ve helped us collect this year. That hair sample is still all he’s talked about—well, that and the video footage. He’s been itching to show Roy Turner, but we haven’t seen him here at the festival yet, which is a little weird since Roy is usually right in the middle of everything, posing for pictures and signing autographs.”

      “What hair sample?” my mom asked before I could ask Colt anything else about his dad or Roy. “You found something, Jean?”

      “Oh, it wasn’t anything.” I made a dismissive gesture. “Just some hair I found up in the mountains.”

      Dad frowned. “I wish you would think about taking someone with you when you go hiking up there. Especially after what happened to that poor man. I hate the thought of you being anywhere close to some rampaging bear.”

      I made a mental note to thank Colt for bringing up the hair sample in front of my parents. Not that he knew any better, of course. It was just that my dad happened to be a little less adventurous than Jim was.

      “I haven’t come across any rampaging wildlife lately,” I answered. “But I can let you know when I get ready for another hike in case you want to join me.”

      My mom laughed and then gently elbowed my dad in the ribs. “That’s right, Tim. You should join her. When was the last time you went hiking anyway?”

      “Probably sometime in the last couple of… few…” Dad’s voice trailed off as I stood on my toes to sling an arm around his shoulders.

      “Don’t worry, Dad. I promise I’ll be careful up in the mountains.” I tossed a quick grin to my mom. “But the invitation to join me still stands. Anytime you’d like.”

      “I’ll think about it while I’m standing in line for a funnel cake,” he answered, nodding toward the nearby concession stand. He turned to me and my mom. “Should I get anything for you two jokers?”

      I shook my head as Mom took his hand. “Come on, honey. I’ll go with you. All this talk about exercise has made me work up an appetite.”

      Colt and I watched as my parents wandered off, playfully laughing and teasing each other. They’d always been a good pair, but I hadn’t realized just how good they were for each other until recently. Seeing the way Mom had taken care of Dad while he’d been ill had given me a new appreciation for what it meant to be in love—to be an equal partner on the same team.

      Relationship goals, for sure.

      Someday.

      “Your parents seem really nice.” Colt gave me a sheepish look. “Sorry if I wasn’t supposed to say anything about the hair sample.”

      I gave a dismissive wave. “No need to apologize. I probably should have told them before today, but… you know. It’s easier to keep some things to myself sometimes.”

      He nodded. “I like the idea of having some things to keep to myself, but…” He shrugged. “Not much room for secrets in an RV.”

      I laughed. “So, I guess the Sasquatch didn’t come back for another night of mayhem?”

      “Nope.” He looked a little disappointed as he shook his head. “I was kind of hoping he—or she—would make another appearance, especially after that detective came through and treated the whole thing like some sort of mass hallucination.”

      “Oh, Dean…” I groaned. “I can’t say that surprises me, unfortunately. I tried to tell him myself that something weird is going on around here, but he refuses to listen. I thought it might just be because he and I have a… well, let’s just say we haven’t exactly seen eye to eye on a lot of things recently. Still, I’m sorry that he was so dismissive.”

      I’d spent so many days being annoyed with Dean that I couldn’t even muster the appropriate level of outrage anymore. Not that I’d really expected him to take the whole Sasquatch thing seriously—I was still on the fence about a lot of the supposed facts, myself—but it wasn’t like this was his first year as a cop. Shouldn’t he have some sort of feeling or… or something about the sudden rash of unexplained crimes in Reedville?

      Or maybe he did.

      Maybe he just wasn’t sharing his information with me.

      That was actually a more comforting thought than the more likely truth—that he thought he knew better than everyone else and thought he had the whole thing wrapped up.

      “Eh, it’s nothing Dad and I haven’t been through before when it comes to the authorities.” Colt sighed. “It would be nice if someone believed us—or at least gave us a chance to fully explain ourselves—before rolling their eyes and slamming doors in our faces. But what can you do? That’s the life of a Sasquatch hunter.”

      I nodded, feeling a twinge of guilt for not fully believing in Sasquatch myself. Though, even I had to admit there were an awful lot of unexplained phenomena surrounding the supposed myth. And I’d seen some pretty compelling evidence with my own two eyes.

      Evidence that had felt very real at the time. Very real and very exciting. It wasn’t hard to see why serious Sasquatch hunters flocked to events like the one in Reedville every year. It was their time to shine, their time to talk shop and be around people who didn’t judge them. People they didn’t have to convince.

      “So, what do you guys have planned for—” Before I could even finish my question, I heard someone behind me say Kevin McKnight’s name.

      I turned and could see a group of people standing a few feet away and staring right back at me.

      “See!” One man pointed in my direction. “I told you that was her!”

      “That’s the lady who found him?” A woman asked. “What was she doing up there anyway?”

      “She was probably—”

      “Come on,” Colt’s hand was on my arm, guiding me away from the pointing, staring, growing crowd. “Try not to pay any attention to them.”

      “But did you hear what they were saying?” I turned and looked back over my shoulder. And yeah, they were starting to follow us. “They were talking about me! Like I’m some kind of… I don’t even know what. Like I’m just another attraction at the festival or something.”

      I had never experienced anything like it, and I never wanted to again. It was sort of surreal. Like how celebrities must feel when people point and stare—and when they can clearly hear the people talking about them like they aren’t even there. Like they aren’t even human.

      Yeah, I didn’t like it.

      And the people pointing and staring at me were definitely not adoring fans.

      “It’s just because you’re connected with that McKnight guy.” Colt frowned. “You know how internet rumors go. Most people I’ve talked to don’t really pay attention to stuff like that.”

      “But you’ve seen my name online?” I felt like I might be sick. My head was spinning, and I could still hear the people behind us speculating about how I might have known Kevin and what I might have been doing the night he died. It was all just too much. “They think I had something to do with Kevin’s death?”

      “I think I see your parents over there.” Colt nodded toward the vendor where my mom and dad were smiling and laughing together. It felt like they were a world away from the ugly things I could hear being said just a few feet behind me. “Nobody who knows you would think anything like that. But you have to remember that Kevin McKnight wasn’t exactly the most popular guy in the Sasquatch community. He sort of made a career out of trying to invalidate everything we’ve done. So, I think a lot of people are just jumping on the bandwagon without knowing any of the actual details.”

      Oh, wow.

      So, I was caught up in the rumor mill just because a few internet trolls had an ax to grind with Kevin? And granted, he really hadn’t been the most pleasant person to be around. He had been downright rude to Colt. Still, for ugly rumors to spread so soon after his death?

      I didn’t like it.

      At all.

      “What should I do?” I asked, not feeling particularly good about my chances of getting out of the festival without some kind of confrontation.

      He nodded toward my parents. “You go with them. I’ll stay back and see if I can talk some sense into these guys.”

      “Okay.” I was already moving toward my mom and dad. “Thank you, Colt. I owe you.”

      He waved me off. “Don’t worry about it. It’s the least I can do for all the help you’ve given my dad and me. Take care!”

      I turned back to face my parents and did my best to hide the fact that I was feeling lightheaded and a little afraid.

      My mom wasn’t even fooled for a second. “Jean, honey, what’s wrong? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      “Did you eat one of those deep fried Sasquatch legs?” Dad asked. “I don’t know what’s really in them, but they looked pretty sketchy.”

      I grimaced as my stomach clenched. Whatever a Sasquatch leg was, I wanted to stay far, far away. I looked back over my shoulder. Colt seemed to be doing a good job of dispersing the loud, curious mob that had been following us, but I wasn’t sure how long it would be until someone else recognized me. I really just needed to get as far away from the festival as possible.

      And quickly.

      “No,” I shook my head. “I’m just… not feeling the best? I hate to ask, but can we leave a little early?”

      “Of course, dear.” My mom reached out to feel my forehead. “You are a little warm. Do you think you might be coming down with something?”

      “Just the heat, I think.” I forced a smile. “There are just so many people out and… you know…”

      Thankfully, they didn’t press me on the issue. I hated that they both seemed to be worried that I might actually be sick, but I could reassure them later.

      First, we had to get back to the car.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The lightheaded, nauseated feeling I’d experienced at the festival had mostly passed by the time I had returned home with my parents. That hadn’t stopped both of them from trying to wrap me in blankets, take my temperature, and feed me soup the moment we’d walked through the door.

      “I promise I feel fine, Mom.” I offered a genuine smile as I turned down her third offer to make chicken noodle soup. “I think I just got a little too warm or something at the festival. I really am feeling much better now.”

      She frowned. “Well, you don’t have a fever, according to the thermometer, but… Are you sure you’re feeling better?”

      I nodded emphatically. “One hundred percent sure. I think I might even go out for a drive to relax a little. I think that’s the real problem. I just got overheated and maybe a little claustrophobic.”

      Okay, so maybe I was exaggerating a tiny bit. I had felt overwhelmed and overheated at the festival. That part was the absolute truth. But I didn’t want to tell my parents the real reason why we’d had to make such a hasty exit.

      That news would have only made them worry more, and that was the last thing I wanted.

      “And you’re certain you’re okay to drive, sweetie?” Dad asked. “Do you want one of us to go with you?”

      That was definitely not what I wanted.

      Not that I didn’t love their company, but I had other plans. Plans that they couldn’t be a part of.

      “I’ll be fine, Dad,” I promised, already moving toward the door with my keys. “Thank you though. I’m just going to take a little drive to relax and clear my head. I’ll be back in a little while.”

      Somehow, I managed to get out the door without any more temperature checks or soup and with only a few more promises to pull the car over and call if I started feeling even a little bit queasy.

      As long as I didn’t cross paths with any more of those overly-curious, overly-opinionated Sasquatch hunters, I wasn’t worried.

      I got behind the wheel and took a moment to collect my thoughts, welcoming the first bit of peace and quiet I’d had all day. Thinking back to the festival, I remembered something Colt had said. Something that hadn’t particularly stood out to me at the time but had been gnawing at the edge of my mind ever since.

      Something about Roy Turner.

      Why hadn’t he made an appearance at the festival? He’d been basking in the attention and adoration that day in the bakery. And for someone who thrived on that kind of positive reinforcement, staying secluded and away from the public was like a jail sentence.

      Wherever Roy was, he was probably miserable.
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        * * *

      

      Pulling up to the campground outside of town, the first thing I noticed was how clean it looked compared to the last time I’d seen it. Of course, last time had been right after a mischievous Sasquatch had run through the grounds leaving a whirlwind of debris and devastation in its wake.

      There were hardly any signs of that incident as I slowly drove through the rows of tents and motor homes. In fact, there were hardly any signs of life at all. With most of the hunters either out in the woods or downtown at the festival, the entire place was mostly deserted and eerily quiet.

      I was only interested in one RV and one person this evening though. And just as I’d suspected, I could see the light shining through the curtains of the largest, most expensive-looking RV in the entire campground.

      As I parked the car and walked the short distance to the front door of the RV, I remembered the last time I’d visited. The last time I’d knocked on that door, I hadn’t exactly received a warm welcome. I honestly didn’t have any reason to believe that this night would be any different, but I still felt like I needed to try.

      I had so many questions that only Roy Turner could answer. If he would answer them. If he would even answer the door.

      Taking a deep breath and steeling myself for whatever might happen next, I reached out and knocked.

      I heard movement inside the trailer and what sounded like Roy’s low voice muttering something that I couldn’t make out. Then, “Go away! No comment! This is private property!”

      I looked around. Did the campground count as private property? Or was he referring to the metal steps that led up to his front door. Would I still have been trespassing if I’d been standing on the ground?

      “Mr. Turner,” I called out, knocking again. “I’m not with the press. I’d just like a few minutes of your time. Just between you and me.”

      For several seconds, nothing happened. The RV went quiet. I half expected to see the lights turn off and for him to yell out that he wasn’t actually home. Just as I was considering knocking one last time, the door opened about two inches.

      I could see a sliver of his unshaven face and unkempt hair, and I was honestly more than a little surprised. Roy hadn’t seemed vain about his appearance before, but the man staring out at me now didn’t even look like the same person I’d seen that day at the bakery. He was barely even recognizable from the last time I’d seen him at the campground just a few days ago.

      This was definitely not the look of someone who expected to be giving interviews on TV anytime soon.

      “Do I know you?” He squinted down at me. “What do you want?”

      “Just a few minutes of your time, Mr. Turner, please?” I didn’t want to beg, but I also didn’t want to drive all the way back home without exhausting every opportunity to get a few private uninterrupted minutes of his time.

      “You need to leave,” he grumbled. “I’m not interested in talking to you or to anyone else.”

      If there was one nice thing I could say about Roy Turner, it was that he was consistent. He’d given me the same immediate rejection last time too.

      This time would be different though. I was going to make sure of it.

      “Please, Roy.” I put my hand against the door just before it slammed shut. “It’s about Kevin McKnight.”

      He went still and completely quiet on the other side of the door. Then, he slowly opened it a little wider. “What do you know about Kevin? How did you even know him?”

      Finally, a tiny glimmer of hope.

      If I could just keep him talking, I could find a way to ask some of the questions that had been running through my mind.

      “I know enough to believe that it wasn’t a bear that killed him.”

      His face fell immediately, and he stuck his head out to look around quickly before motioning for me to step inside. “Come on then. Hurry up before someone sees you.”

      I had to fight against wrinkling my nose at the stale, musty smell that hit me as soon as I was inside the RV. Jim had obviously been right. It seemed that Roy hadn’t left the RV since Kevin’s death. It looked like he hadn’t even changed his clothes.

      “Can I get you something to drink?” He motioned for me to sit down at the tiny dining table. It was covered in dirty dishes and half-empty food containers, but the chairs seemed clean enough. I did my best not to touch anything—or to breathe in too deeply. “I have beer and… water. I think the milk has gone sour.”

      “I’m good but thank you.” I forced a smile. “I won’t take up too much of your time. I was just… just hoping I could ask you a couple of questions.”

      “About Kevin?”

      I nodded. “If you don’t mind.”

      He gave me a hard look as several long seconds of silence stretched out between us. “I do mind, actually. I haven’t spoken with anyone about Kevin McKnight’s death. Why would you think I’d want to talk to you? I don’t even know you.” He heaved a sigh and shook his head before I could answer. “Never mind. You’re here now. What do you want to know?”

      “Um…” I cleared my throat, not sure where to begin. He obviously wasn’t thrilled to be talking to me, but for all his bluster and grumpy complaining, he had still invited me in and asked me to sit down. He wouldn’t have done those things if he didn’t have something to get off his chest. At least, that was what I was hoping. “Well, some people think you might have had a motive to kill him.”

      There.

      I’d said it.

      And okay, so maybe nobody I’d talked to so far had really insinuated that Roy might have been behind Kevin’s death, but I still had a reason to be suspicious.

      He barked out a short harsh laugh. “That’s ridiculous. I’ve known Kevin for years and years. Why would I want him dead? And don’t you think I would have done it a long time ago?”

      “Honestly?” I shrugged. “I don’t know. But everyone I’ve spoken with has said that the two of you didn’t get along. That Kevin was always a thorn in your side. That he’d made a career out of following you around and discrediting your work. Maybe you finally got tired of it. Everyone has a breaking point.”

      I was really going out on a limb, but what did I have to lose? This was the best—and probably only—opportunity I had to get some answers out of Roy. And he still hadn’t thrown me out of his RV even after I’d basically accused him of murder.

      Yeah, he knew something. No doubt about it. He had a story to tell. I’d tried coaxing it out of him, but I seemed to be having more luck with the direct, no-holds-barred approach.

      His eyes narrowed, and he scratched at the uneven stubble that covered his chin. “You have a lot of nerve to come in here and accuse me of something like that. Even if it was true—which it isn’t, for the record—who would believe you over me? Better yet, if I was such a cold-blooded killer, what would stop me from doing the same thing to you? That detective would just have one more report of a bear attack.”

      I shuddered. The entire time I’d been poking around and asking questions about Mr. McKnight, I’d never felt unsafe at all. Only during the festival when that crowd of people had started following me had I really considered I might be in any danger.

      But now… yeah, Roy had a point. He probably had all kinds of weapons in his RV. He could have easily killed me if he’d wanted to. Nobody even knew where I was.

      He hadn’t done that though. Not yet anyway.

      Which was… encouraging?

      “If you didn’t have anything to do with Kevin’s death, who did?” I made a gesture to encompass the room. “And if the two of you supposedly hated each other so much, why has his death hit you so hard? It doesn’t add up.”

      “Because we didn’t hate each other.” He grunted. “We were actually good friends, believe it or not. Granted, not at first. He used to infuriate me back when we were younger and just starting out. It seemed we were always bumping heads. And then we realized something.” He grinned. “Our rivalry was good for business. When one of us would trash talk the other, people would pay attention. The newspapers would call to get quotes and comments. The talk shows would try to book us so they could pit us against each other.”

      My mouth fell open. “You mean that whole rivalry… It was all staged? Fake? You were friends?”

      “Maybe co-workers would be a more accurate description. Sort of a symbiotic relationship. I’d even pay his travel expenses sometimes—airfare, hotels, food, whatever. In return, he’d make sure to draw plenty of attention to whatever I was doing. He had a real flair for the dramatic, you see.”

      “Yeah, I’m starting to see that.” And it seemed Roy had an equally dramatic flair. I still couldn’t believe that the whole thing, this decades-long feud, had all been a hoax. Just two old guys trying to stir up some publicity for each other.

      It was crazy, but the more I thought about it, the more sense it made.

      “So, what happened? You were both here in Reedville for another publicity stunt?”

      “Yes and no.” He paused and got a distant look, as if he was remembering something. “Kevin told me a few months ago that he was done. He wanted out. He’d had his fun, we’d both made some good money, and he was ready to retire.”

      “And that made you mad?” I leaned in. “That news had to come as a surprise, right?”

      “Not really.” Roy shrugged. “I’ve been doing this for long enough now that I don’t need the controversy. My expertise has been established. Kevin was a good foil in those early days, but it was more for show than anything else. So, we planned one last big event. We were going to fake Kevin’s death.”

      My jaw dropped for the second time in as many minutes. It really felt like I was on a roller coaster with all of the unexpected ups, downs, twists and turns Roy was throwing at me.

      “How did you think you were going to get away with that?” I was still incredulous, and my voice was barely above a whisper. I literally had no idea what he might say next. “This is the busiest time of year in town. How were you going to fake something like that?”

      “We did,” he insisted and then frowned. “Or at least… I thought we did. I thought at first when I’d heard the news that Kevin had come stumbling out of the woods wounded and bleeding that our plan had gone off without a hitch. He was supposed to say that he’d been attacked by a Sasquatch and then I’d come along and take him to the hospital, which of course would have just been a trip back to my RV.”

      “But he did get attacked.” My eyes went wide. “I saw him that night. I saw the wounds. I don’t think anyone could have faked that.”

      “Exactly.” Roy swallowed hard and looked away for a moment. “Something went wrong up there in the woods. Something came after him.” He nodded toward a backpack and some equipment in the corner next to the door. “That’s why I have to go up there. I have to find out what killed him.”

      “A bear?” I asked. “That’s what Detective Wheeler thinks it was.”

      He shook his head. “It wasn’t a bear. Kevin knew about bears. He knew how to avoid them. He knew how to survive a bear attack.”

      I was almost afraid to ask, but I had to. “What was it then?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” He looked at me expectantly, as if I hadn’t been paying attention. “It was a Sasquatch. And it’s going to be mine.”

      “You’ll finally prove him wrong after all these years.” The irony was inescapable. And sad. “The press will have a field day.”

      “I’m not doing it for the publicity. Not this time.” He shook his head. “This time, it’s for revenge. It’s for Kevin.”
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      After spending the afternoon at the festival and then dealing with Roy all evening, I’d gone home and slept like a rock. But even though I’d been mentally and physically exhausted—I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d slept for so many uninterrupted hours—my mind hadn’t stopped racing.

      I’d had dreams of Bigfoot, of Kevin, of Roy. I’d had dreams of being chased by mobs of Sasquatch hunters who seemed to always be just a few feet behind me.

      I needed to get away, out of the house and away from all of the endless mysteries and questions that were still swirling around in my head. I had to get to the bakery.

      That was my escape. My safe place where I knew I could talk about whatever I wanted—or nothing at all, if I wanted—and get wise, spot-on advice from someone who had crammed more living into her long life than I could even comprehend.

      “Oh, dear.” Aunt Betsy raised her eyebrows as I walked in through the front door of the bakery. “I almost didn’t recognize you coming in through that door. You look tired, Jean. Did you have trouble sleeping?”

      “The opposite, actually.” I shrugged. “I guess I’ve just had a lot on my mind lately.”

      “You always did take the world’s problems onto your shoulders, dear.” She smiled and patted the seat next to her at the little bistro table where she was having her morning coffee. “Even as a little girl, you used to see those pet adoption commercials and cry because you couldn’t save all the puppies. Such a sweet child.”

      I didn’t remember any of that, but I didn’t doubt it. I still wanted to adopt all the puppies.

      “It isn’t the world’s problems this time.” I sighed. “But I guess they weren’t exactly my problems either. Sometimes, it just feels like you have to get involved. Does that make sense?”

      “Of course.” She winked. “You’re talking to a world-class worrier. I’ve just mellowed a little in my old age.”

      I had to smile. Of all the words I would have used to describe Aunt Betsy, mellow would not have even been on the list. Then again, I wouldn’t have necessarily labeled her a worrier either.

      “How did you do it?” I asked. “How did you stop worrying so much, I mean?”

      She thought for a moment. “First, you need to ask yourself if it’s any of your business. Does the thing you’re worrying about have anything to do with you? Does your worrying even make a difference?”

      I thought back to Kevin McKnight. I thought about the hair sample and Jim and Colt. I thought about Roy and his plan. I thought about the Richardsons and Old Man Lawrence.

      Had any of my worrying made a difference? Nothing was going to bring Kevin back. Had any of the other things been worth the time and effort I’d put in?

      “I’m not sure, honestly. When Mr. McKnight ended up on our back porch that night he got attacked, it felt like I had an obligation to help. I’m not sure if my helping has even done any good though.”

      Aunt Betsy reached across the table and gently patted my hand. “You gave that poor man some bit of comfort in his last minutes. That counts for a lot, dear. More than you know. And besides that, there really isn’t anything you could have done that would have saved him. You didn’t know he was up there in trouble.”

      She was right about that, of course. But Kevin’s death wasn’t where my involvement ended. “I just wish there was more I could do now. I feel like the Richardsons are up to something. I feel like there might even be other people at risk. And now Roy Turner has gone up to avenge Kevin’s death. He swears it was a Sasquatch, but I just don’t know. I don’t know what to believe anymore, honestly.”

      “What do you mean he’s gone up to avenge Kevin?” Betsy’s brow furrowed. “He really thinks he’s going to go up there and catch a Sasquatch?”

      I shrugged. “I guess? He has the experience and the equipment. If there is a Sasquatch up there, I think Roy has the best chance of anyone to find it.”

      She sipped on her coffee and nodded. “I’d imagine the Richardsons won’t be too happy to hear that Roy has run off to the forest. I’ve heard they’re already angry with him for skipping the first day of the festival. This certainly won’t help.”

      It occurred to me that of everyone I’d spoken with so far, Aunt Betsy had her finger on the pulse of the community in a way that nobody else did. Almost everyone in town, whether they lived there or were just visiting for the festival, would have stopped in at the bakery for coffee or a snack at some point in the past few days. That was why Betsy always had the best gossip.

      “What else have you heard about Roy or Kevin?” I asked, curious about what the tourists had been saying. And even though I hadn’t specifically asked, I wondered if she had heard my name connected to any of the news.

      I hoped not, for my sake as much as for hers. She was busy enough without needing to worry about me on top of everything else.

      “Nobody really knows what’s going on.” She gave a half shrug as she tipped up her coffee mug and took the last sip. “Everyone I’ve heard talk about Roy this week has had pretty strong opinions one way or the other. Some people are explaining his absence from the festival by saying he might have killed Mr. McKnight himself and is getting ready to make a run for it. Others think he’s just trying to tone it down and not be too flashy since Kevin died—that it would be a little… unseemly to be photographed laughing and carrying on after such a tragedy. Of course, those theories tend to split down the middle depending on whether the person in question is a supporter of Roy’s or Kevin’s.”

      “Of course.” I nodded, thinking back to what Roy had said about their fake rivalry and how it had made such good headlines. “People are so used to pitting Roy and Kevin against each other that it’s even carried over now that one of them is dead.”

      The bakery door opened, and I held back a groan as I turned away, pretending not to notice that Dean had just walked in.

      “Good morning, Detective,” Aunt Betsy called out, completely blowing my cover. “And the sheriff too? My goodness. Did you boys want to try some of my new key lime pie? I’ve got one fresh from just about an hour ago—and the coffee is piping hot too.”

      “Thank you, Betsy.” Dean smiled at her and then gave a curt nod in my direction. “I think I’ll just stick with the coffee today. I might have to take you up on that pie next time though.”

      The sheriff also politely declined and made a bit of small talk with my aunt as Dean walked over to fill two coffee cups from the self-serve coffee machine. I tried not to watch him—tried to pretend he wasn’t even there, in fact—but it was impossible to truly ignore him with the sheriff standing just a few feet away.

      Well, nearly impossible. I’d had years of practice forgetting about Dean Wheeler.

      Aunt Betsy, on the other hand, seemed to be completely oblivious to my internal struggles. She knew Dean wasn’t very high on my list of favorite people, but I hadn’t told her much about my latest run-ins with the law.

      But that was fine. Perfectly fine. I was a grown woman, and I could be pleasant and civil to Dean in public. Especially if we both kept pretending that the other one didn’t exist. That was definitely making things easier.

      “I hope the festival crowds haven’t caused too much trouble this year, Sheriff.” Aunt Betsy sighed and then walked over to get herself another cup of coffee before sitting down across from me again. “That’s the last thing we need with all of the other craziness around town.”

      “Amen to that,” the sheriff said, shaking his head. “The crowds have been getting rowdier every year, it seems, but I haven’t ever seen anything like what’s happened in the past few days. That’s why Detective Wheeler and I are trying to increase our patrols downtown. We’ve been able to keep people from getting too out of hand so far. We just want everyone to have a good time at the festival and then go home safe and sound.”

      Betsy smiled. “I think we can all agree on that, Sheriff.” She turned her attention to Dean as the sheriff walked over to sit with him at a nearby table. Of all the times for business at the bakery to be in a lull, did it have to happen while Dean and the sheriff were there? While I was there?

      It was as if fate never got tired of poking at me. Some sort of cosmic entity was no doubt having a nice chuckle at my expense.

      “Speaking of going home safe and sound,” Aunt Betsy continued, “Dean, isn’t it about time you found a nice young lady to settle down with? Someone who can look after you and keep you from needing to spend all your hard-earned money on my coffee and cupcakes? Not that I mind the business, of course.”

      I nearly choked on the deep breath I’d suddenly inhaled, and I could see from the corner of my eye that Dean’s face had gone beet red as he looked around self-consciously. It would have almost been funny if Dean and I hadn’t been so mortified.

      “Well, I um…” Dean coughed and looked over to the sheriff but wasn’t getting any backup. “I guess I just haven’t found the right woman yet, to be perfectly honest. I think it takes a special kind of woman to put up with me, but I’ll let you know if I find her.”

      “I’ll keep my eyes open for you, dear,” Betsy promised. “A young man like you who’s nice-looking and has a good job shouldn’t stay single for too long.”

      I had to turn away to hide my grimace.

      She had a point though. Dean had always been objectively good-looking. Even I could still admit that. And he’d had a good, stable job with the police department here for years.

      So… why was he single?

      Oh, right. He was still a stubborn bully.

      Thankfully, the sheriff’s police radio came on and interrupted my aunt’s conversation with Dean before she could finish with him and move on to my love life—or lack thereof.

      That would have been truly mortifying.

      The radio was loud and crackly, but I couldn’t help overhearing the female dispatcher’s voice say something about an injured hiker up on the trail.

      Judging by the concerned look on Aunt Betsy’s face, she’d heard it too. That trail was the one that went right behind my parents’ house. The one I always hiked on.

      The one Kevin McKnight had been on.

      “What kind of injuries?” The sheriff frowned as he and Dean stood up from the table where they’d been sitting.

      “Severe,” was the response. “The hiker who called it in said the victim may have been attacked. Possibly a bear.”

      My stomach clenched. A bear? Or a Sasquatch? I hated the thought of another hiker—probably a tourist in town for the festival—getting hurt up there. And I hated that it would no doubt set off another frenzy among the other hunters in town.

      “Another one?” The sheriff’s jaw clenched as he motioned for Dean to follow him. Aunt Betsy followed behind, picking up their discarded cups from the table. “We have to get this bear situation under control. Do we have an ID on the victim?”

      I was leaning in to listen as Dean and the sheriff walked out the door. All I could think about was that it sounded exactly like the call the paramedics had placed when they’d come to take Kevin away to the hospital.

      Severe injuries.

      Possible bear attack.

      My heart was beating so loudly that I almost missed the dispatcher’s response to the sheriff’s ID request. But there was no mistaking her answer.

      And when I heard the name, it drowned out everything else.

      “Sheriff, the victim is Roy Turner.”
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      I sat in stunned silence while Aunt Betsy busied herself tidying the table where the sheriff and Dean had been sitting. I needed to get up and go, but where?

      Home?

      To the trail?

      To the hospital?

      My throat felt tight, and I felt like I might be sick as I stood up and said goodbye to my aunt. I barely even heard her as I walked out the door. The sun was hot and blinding, but I felt numb. And tired. And scared.

      I’d just spoken with Roy the night before. Not even twenty-four hours had passed since he’d vowed to get revenge for Kevin’s death. And now… Now Roy had also been attacked in the very same way.

      Was it a terrible, frightening coincidence? Or had they both found Bigfoot? Rather, had Bigfoot found them?

      I needed some water. I needed to go home and put on some relaxing music and soak in the tub. I needed ice cream. Anything and everything that might give me just a little bit of comfort.

      I walked to the car and got in, pausing to look at myself in the rear-view mirror before I left the parking lot. I looked like a hot mess—wide-eyed and pale with my hair half falling out of the ponytail I’d put it in earlier. It was a wonder nobody thought I’d been attacked by something.

      Yeah, I needed to get out of here. I needed to go home.

      But first, I needed to check on Roy.

      And that meant taking a trip to the hospital. It probably also meant running into Dean again. Two things I usually did my best to avoid at all costs. But this was a desperate time, and it called for desperate measures.

      I drove with both hands on the wheel to keep them from shaking. I didn’t know what to expect when I got there. Would he look as bad as Kevin had? Would he even be conscious?

      Would he even be alive?

      I shook my head. I couldn’t let myself start to think that way. I needed to stay positive for Roy’s sake.

      “Please let him be okay,” I whispered out loud as I drove faster. “Please, please, just let him be okay.”

      The drive to the hospital was a complete blur. Thankfully, there hadn’t been much traffic to witness me breaking the speed limit and who knows how many other traffic laws in my frantic rush to check on Roy.

      The hospital was relatively small, and I was familiar with it from the time I’d spent there when my dad had been sick, so it didn’t take me long to track Roy down.

      Not that he would have been hard to find, since there was a news crew waiting in the lobby and another one pulling up outside as I walked in. Apparently, word had gotten around that one of the biggest names in the Sasquatch community had been attacked—possibly by a Sasquatch.

      Yeah, those headlines pretty much wrote themselves.

      But of course, before I could find a doctor or nurse who could update me on Roy’s status, I ran into—literally ran into—Dean Wheeler.

      “Oh, my goodness,” I gasped, reaching out to steady myself against the wall as I rounded a corner and bounced off his chest. “I didn’t… oh… Dean.” Because this was how the world worked, right? This was my punishment for something I’d done in a past life. Or something I’d repressed in this life maybe. “I’m sorry. I was just looking for Roy.”

      He had actually reached out to help keep me on my feet, so that had been an unexpected kindness, even if it had probably been mostly out of reflex. But as soon as he dropped his arms and looked at me again, his familiar old exasperated expression took over.

      “You couldn’t leave things alone, could you?” He shook his head and continued before I could even think of how to answer. “I was actually on my way out to the lobby to give you a call, believe it or not.”

      I blinked.

      No, I didn’t believe it.

      The last time Dean Wheeler had called me was the day after he’d humiliated me at our senior prom. Oh wait, no. He hadn’t called me then either.

      And I very much doubted that he’d been rushing out to update me on Roy’s condition. That just wasn’t something Dean would have done. Not willingly anyway.

      “Right.” I gave him a sarcastic nod and barely restrained myself from rolling my eyes. “I’m sure you have my number on speed-dial.”

      He took a slow, deep breath but surprisingly passed up on a sarcastic response. “Listen, I wouldn’t even be having this conversation with you right now if it wasn’t absolutely necessary. Roy Turner is right through those doors waiting to be admitted, but he won’t talk to me until he’s had a chance to talk to you.”

      “To me? Why?”

      I could barely even believe Roy was alert and able to communicate, let alone that he was demanding to speak with me before he’d say anything to Dean. Under any other circumstances, I probably would have drawn out the moment a little more just for fun. Just to get under Dean’s skin a little.

      Judging from the urgent way he was looking at me and the way his voice strained with each word, though, I was pretty sure this wasn’t the best time to be petty.

      Dean shoved a hand back through his hair. “I wish I knew, Jean. I really do. But I suggest you get in there and let him say whatever it is that’s on his mind so I can get a sworn statement from him before they put him under.”

      “Okay. I don’t know what good it’ll do, but…” I shrugged as Dean pointed me toward the emergency room waiting area. “I’ll talk to him and let him know that you’re still waiting.”

      “Thank you, Jean.” He actually sounded sincere for a split second before waving me on. “Now, hurry up. We don’t have much time.”

      It was such a strange feeling to walk into the small room where Roy was waiting to be prepped for surgery. I wasn’t there as a relative or loved one—not even as a friend, if I was being honest. But for whatever reason, he’d asked for me.

      Maybe he’d been hallucinating? Delirious from the pain? I honestly had no idea, but I took a deep breath as I pushed past the swinging doors that would lead me to Roy.

      He spotted me right away. There were bandages on his head, his legs, and both arms. There were scratches on every part of him that I could see, and there were a couple of pretty big bruises on his face, but he still looked surprisingly good for someone who had just survived an attack by what could have possibly been a Sasquatch.

      Well, maybe good was a bit of a stretch. But he definitely looked better than I had imagined on my frantic drive to the hospital.

      “You made it.” He gave me a weak smile and motioned for me to step closer to the gurney where he was lying flat on his back and already hooked up to a couple of different machines. “I didn’t know if you’d get here in time.”

      “You made it.” I returned his smile and reached down to give his hand a reassuring squeeze. We might not technically be friends, but the guy had just been through a lot. He had to be at least a little bit scared. “I came as fast as I could when I heard what happened.”

      “I’m sure your detective friend thinks it’s another bear attack.” Roy sighed. “That’s what the doctors are treating it as anyway.”

      “You’re sure it wasn’t a bear?” I had to ask, right? I had to hear him say it out loud. “Did you get a good look at it?”

      He shook his head. “It wasn’t a bear. I know that much for sure. One hundred percent.”

      Roy wasn’t showing any signs of hysteria or shock. His body was banged up, but his eyes were bright and alert. There was nothing in his demeanor or his tone that made me think he was lying or exaggerating or out of his right mind.

      He said he didn’t get attacked by a bear, and honestly, I believed him.

      “Do you think it was…” I began, not even knowing how to finish asking.

      “Listen.” His voice was weak, and he had to pause and swallow hard before he continued speaking. When he did, I still had to lean in to make sure I heard every word. “I’m only telling you this because you’re not like the others. You aren’t some sort of silly fan or a weekend warrior out to take a selfie with Bigfoot.”

      I had to stifle a smile at that mental image, but I didn’t say anything. Whatever medication they’d given him before I had arrived must have been kicking in, because his voice was going and his eyelids were fluttering every few seconds. We only had a few more minutes, at best, and I wanted to get as much information as I possibly could within that short window of opportunity.

      “It was a Sasquatch, Jean. I believe it was the same one that killed Kevin.” He took another deep breath and pointed to a muddy backpack near the foot of his bed. “Front pocket. There’s a GPS. Bring it to me, please.”

      I fished the device—about the size of my phone but a little bulkier—out of the backpack and handed it to him. He powered it on and tapped on the screen a couple of times. “Make sure you’re paying attention.” He waved for me to step closer. “You need to be able to read this. See the marker? That shows what my coordinates were when I was attacked.”

      My eyes went wide as I looked up from the screen to meet his gaze again. “You… You’re showing me all of this for a reason, aren’t you?”

      He nodded.

      I shook my head. “I can’t, Roy. I’m sorry. You want me to go up in the mountains and hunt that Sasquatch?”

      The corners of his lips twitched. “If I thought you could take it on without getting hurt, then maybe. But no. I just need you to go check out the site. I got a hit on him, and it was definitely enough of a hit to wound him. Maybe even kill him. I just need you to go back up there and see if he’s dead before anyone else stumbles across it.”

      It was my turn to inhale deeply and then slowly exhale. “You want me to go up into the mountains and use your GPS to find the site where the… the Sasquatch attacked you. And then you want me to check the area to see if it’s lying there dead somewhere.” I could barely believe the words that were coming out of my mouth. How had all of this become part of my normal life? “Do I have the gist of it so far? Is that what you’re asking me to do?”

      “That’s right. That’s all I’m asking. Don’t go up there looking for the Sasquatch. Just go to the site and see what you can find, and then report back to me when you’re finished.”

      “And you don’t think it’s going to be dangerous at all?” I wanted to help, but this seemed like a pretty big favor, even after he clarified that I was basically just going up there to look at the scenery. “What if you didn’t kill it? What if you just made it really angry?”

      He pressed the GPS into my hand and gave me another half-smile. “If I thought you weren’t up to the task, I wouldn’t have asked you. And if I really thought you’d be in danger, I wouldn’t make light of it. You’re the only person I trust right now. You’re the only one who can help me avenge Kevin’s death.” He paused then, his brows knitted together. “Will you help me, Jean? Please?”

      How was I supposed to turn down a request like that?

      Roy was so sincere, so stripped of all the arrogance and bravado I’d seen him display back in town. He was broken. His emotions were raw. He could have been on his death bed for all either of us knew. What if he didn’t make it through surgery? What if his dying wish had been to ask for my help?

      “Okay.” I nodded. “I’ll do this for you. And for Kevin.”

      “Thank you, Jean. I knew you wouldn’t let me down. Not with something as important as this.”

      I started to turn away, but he reached out and took my wrist. “Wait,” he rasped. “One last thing. You can’t tell anyone. Promise me you’ll keep this just between the two of us. Nobody else. Promise me.”

      I didn’t hesitate. “I promise that I won’t tell anyone else.”

      It was probably the easiest promise I’d ever made. The part I didn’t say out loud was that it would have been pointless to tell anyone else.

      Nobody would have believed me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      I stood in my parents’ kitchen and double-checked my backpack one more time before I set out. I’d bought it specifically for hiking in the mountains but hadn’t used it in ages. And even though I was trying my best to be nonchalant about the whole thing, both of my parents had definitely noticed something was up.

      “You’re a little old to be running away from home, sweetie,” my dad observed, peering at me inquisitively over the top of his newspaper. “I know we ran out of oatmeal yesterday, but that’s no reason to be upset.” The corners of his mouth twitched as he patted the chair next to him. “You can stop packing now and we can talk this out, okay?”

      I did my best not to laugh but couldn’t help it. “I wasn’t planning on running away, Dad. But… now I’m reconsidering.”

      My mom brought her cup of coffee over to the table and gave the backpack in front of me a healthy dose of side-eye. “What are you doing, dear? You’ve packed enough food from my pantry to last a week up in the mountains.”

      I frowned and reached in to sort through the things I’d packed. “There isn’t that much,” I mumbled, not entirely sure of myself. “Just a couple of sandwiches, some chips, some jerky, and… maybe a couple of those protein bars that Dad likes. Oh, and some water.” I shrugged. “Not really enough for a week. But I’d rather be overly prepared than get caught hungry out there.”

      “That’s sensible,” Dad nodded. “But what made you decide to take off on such a big hike today? You’ve never even used that backpack, have you?”

      “And is anyone going with you? Cleo, maybe?” Mom’s brows knitted together. “I don’t like the idea of you up there by yourself, Jean.”

      I had expected a little resistance from my parents and had even considered not telling them at all. But while I wasn’t super worried about my safety on my little fact-finding expedition, I knew there was still some danger.

      Especially if I got lost.

      Or ran into a bear.

      Or an angry Sasquatch.

      But I had Roy’s GPS and was somewhat confident that I could use it correctly after my thirty-second crash course in the hospital, so that should cancel out any fears of getting lost, right?

      And as for the other fears? Well… I’d just have to be careful. A little fear and plenty of caution were probably good things to have while hiking in the mountains alone.

      Anyway, I’d be fine. This would all be fine. I’d leave most of the worrying to my parents, since goodness knows they’d do enough of it for all of us.

      When I turned to answer my mom, I kept my voice firm but not sharp. I didn’t want to cause an argument, but I also wasn’t going to back down on this. I’d made a promise to Roy, and it was a promise I intended to keep.

      “I’ll be fine, Mom.” I held up my backpack. “Like you said, I’ve got tons of supplies. I have my phone. I have a GPS. Pepper spray. A whistle. The only thing I’m not bringing is a flare gun, but I think that might be a little bit of overkill.”

      “Would it be overkill though?” She didn’t look reassured at all. “I think we actually do have some flare guns at the store if you want to swing by there before you go hiking. Or just… don’t go at all.”

      “We can’t keep her locked up in the house forever, Cindy.” Dad tossed Mom a gentle smile. “Remember? We tried that when she turned sixteen. It didn’t work then either.”

      “And you do remember that I lived overseas for a few years, right?” I added. “All by myself. Without a flare gun.” I leaned over and gave her a half-hug. “Don’t worry, Mom. I’ll be fine.” I pointed to the window. “You have to admit it’s a beautiful day for a hike. It would honestly be a shame to let it go to waste.”

      At least Dad hadn’t tried to stop me, even though he’d been eyeing my backpack just as warily. He had probably resigned himself to the fact that I was going to do what I wanted regardless. We just had to get Mom on the same page.

      Hopefully, without too much more convincing.

      Mom sighed. “Promise you’ll call if you run into any trouble? And I mean any trouble, Jean. Promise?”

      “Of course.” I held up my phone for emphasis. I decided it would probably be best not to mention that I likely wouldn’t have cell service through most of the forest. This was definitely not the time for that piece of information. “And I won’t run into any trouble because I’m going to be careful, so don’t worry. I’m just going for a little hike. Nothing major. I promise.”

      Which… wasn’t a lie.

      Roy had asked me to hike up there. To look around. To report back.

      Easy-breezy. And that was all I intended to do. I wasn’t going up there looking for trouble, and I didn’t plan on finding any.

      But I was still prepared for almost anything, just in case. And now that I’d told my parents where I was going, I didn’t have to hike up there with a guilty conscience.

      The part I wasn’t going to say out loud—or even think about, really—was that at least they’d know where to look if anything bad happened.

      She wrapped her hands around her steaming mug of coffee and looked across the table at my dad before turning her attention back to me. “I still don’t think it’s a good idea, for the record. Especially not with all the craziness that’s been going on lately. But if you’re absolutely determined to go—and if you’re taking every possible precaution…”

      “I am,” I nodded. “Every possible one.”

      “Then I won’t try to stop you.” She gave me a pleading look. “But do be careful, dear. And try to be back home in time for dinner, okay? Sandwiches and candy bars don’t exactly make the best meal.”

      I couldn’t argue with her on that point. Given the option, I’d choose my mom’s cooking over anything else, any day of the week.

      But this was important, and I couldn’t make any promises about how long it might take me.

      “I’ll do my best,” was all I could say. “And the sooner I get started, the sooner I can come back.”

      “Can’t argue with that logic.” Dad shrugged and then tossed me a wink. “Have fun, sweetie. Be careful.”

      I gave each of them a hug and then a little wave as I walked toward the door. “Don’t worry. I’ll be back before you know it.”

      I just hoped that part was true.
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        * * *

      

      I’d been hiking for about three hours, checking the GPS every few yards to make sure I hadn’t gone off track. For the most part, I hadn’t deviated from the trail that led straight up the mountain.

      Maybe it really would be easy-breezy. Just a nice day out in the woods.

      And since I’d already eaten one of my sandwiches and one of the not-very-tasty protein bars, I hoped for my own sake that I really would be back home before dinner.

      I liked food too much to survive for very long on dry sandwiches and even drier health bars.

      “I wonder if this thing is even working right,” I muttered to myself as I walked along with the GPS held out in front of me. I’d passed my favorite lake spot where I’d seen the creature myself ages ago, and yet the little machine in my hand was still telling me to keep marching up the side of this mountain.

      What if it really was broken?

      What if it took me all the way to the peak?

      Well, obviously, I wouldn’t just blindly hike that far, but… When would I need to draw the line? I really didn’t want to spend the night in the mountains if I could avoid it.

      In fact, no. I wasn’t going to do that.

      Probably.

      Almost definitely.

      It would just be too dangerous. And cold. And scary. And yeah, dangerous.

      As if it had been reading my thoughts rather than just giving me dubious directions, the GPS signaled for me to leave the trail and head west directly through the forest.

      What had Roy been doing up here anyway? Had he chased the animal—or whatever—through the forest? Through the trees that I was dodging as I kept one eye on the GPS and one eye peeled for any sign of tawny hair?

      Thinking back, I wished I’d asked him how long he’d spent in the mountains before he’d come across the Sasquatch. Had it been hours? Several hours? Half the day?

      Because I was following the directions that were leading me deeper into the woods and further away from the hiking path. Which, of course, meant I’d be further away from help if something happened.

      And even if I didn’t come across a Sasquatch or a bear—please, please don’t let me come across either of those things—there were still plenty of other bad things that could happen.

      I could run out of food. The sandwiches would be completely gone the next time I stopped to rest. And then it would start getting grim. Just protein bars and jerky.

      I could fall down and break an arm. Or a leg. Or my neck. With every step I took, there was a not-so-insignificant chance that I could go tumbling down the mountain, hitting every pine tree along the way.

      And who would hear me yell for help? My parents wouldn’t know where to look. Would my phone even work? Would I be able to get to my whistle? Should I have stopped in town for flares?

      Okay, no.

      I stopped and looked around, trying to get my bearings—and trying to get a grip. If I was going to make it to wherever Roy’s GPS was taking me, I needed to stay alert and sure of myself.

      Check the GPS.

      Take a few steps.

      Check the GPS again.

      That was my routine. That was my mantra. That was the only way I was going to make it safely back out of this situation before the sun went down. Which, judging by its position in the sky, would be happening within the next few hours.

      As I continued to walk, the trees around me started thinning out a little. I could also see that the area Roy had marked on the GPS as the location where he’d been attacked was coming up ahead.

      Yes!

      Finally!

      The GPS led me to a clearing I’d never seen before. The ground was flat and covered in lush green grass. The only thing that looked out of place was an old mining shed about a hundred feet away. It was tiny, smaller than Cleo’s art studio-shed even.

      I looked down at the GPS screen, and it clearly showed where Roy stopped and then turned around—about a hundred feet ahead.

      Was that where he found the Sasquatch? Inside the tiny mining shed?

      That didn’t really make sense to me.

      The thing I had caught a glimpse of in the forest a week ago—possibly the same Sasquatch that attacked Kevin and Roy—was big.

      Big.

      Bigfoot big.

      I couldn’t imagine that thing even fitting in the tiny shed. Certainly not living in it. Still, it was probably best if I stayed cautious and alert. Just because Bigfoot might not fit in there didn’t mean there couldn’t be a bear. Or wolves. Or… a ghost or something.

      As I crept closer, I could see that the building was just barely even standing. The windows had long since been knocked out, and there were holes in the walls where the wood had rotted through.

      No, there couldn’t be anyone or anything living in that shed. There just couldn’t be.

      Once I was about twenty feet away, I stopped again to listen. There wasn’t any noise coming from that direction, just the faint sound of the wind rustling through the trees.

      Not that I had really expected any weird noises, but better to be safe than sorry, right? Besides, it was possible that Bigfoot might snore. Or wheeze. Or growl.

      I didn’t really love the idea of getting any closer to the shack. I definitely wasn’t going to go inside or even look through the windows.

      Sorry, Roy, but no.

      He’d said that he’d probably injured the Sasquatch, though, and that there should have been blood around the area. So, while I still had no intention of going anywhere near the shack, I did at least owe it to Roy—and to myself, since I’d already taken the time to hike through the wilderness—to take a good look around.

      I started walking in a wide circle around the shack and had made it about a quarter of the way around when I realized that there was an actual mine entrance behind the shack. It was partially concealed by the trees and the gentle slope of the mountain, but it was definitely there.

      I’d never seen the outside of a mine in real life before, but that’s what it had to be, right? Especially since the shack was obviously the shed the miners used to store their supplies while they worked.

      Just like the shack, the mine looked old and unused and just on the verge of collapse. Which made the whole place super creepy, even in broad daylight.

      I realized that I was walking on my tiptoes and almost laughed out loud. I was being ridiculous. I was in the middle of a clearing. The closest trees were around the abandoned mine, and that was at least fifty feet away. I’d at least have a pretty big head start if anything did pop out of the forest.

      And I hadn’t even seen any blood or fur or signs of a struggle.

      Nothing.

      Just a creepy old shack and a creepy old mine and my overactive imagination.

      I took a deep breath and kept walking around the shack until I was near the back of the building, almost an equal distance between the shack and the entrance to the mine.

      And then I definitely did hear something.

      Something that came from the direction of the mine. Something that sounded like… well, not like anything I’d heard before. Like rocks scraping together, maybe?

      I froze and held my breath as I peered into the dark entrance of the mine shaft. I couldn’t see anything, which was probably for the best. Even a squirrel jumping out at that point would have probably given me a heart attack.

      “Maybe it was just the wind,” I whispered to myself, looking around again. But I could still hear the wind. It didn’t sound like rocks scraping.

      “Maybe it’s just—” No. There it was again. That scraping sound.

      I didn’t know what to do. I wanted to leave, but I also wanted to do a thorough check of the ground around the shack so I could report back to Roy with a clear conscience.

      Okay.

      O-kay.

      I could do that. I’d just do it very quickly.

      I took three more steps, and then I heard a noise that was definitely not the wind. Or rocks. It could only have been described as a low, angry, primal roar.

      A loud roar that seemed to echo in my head as I stood there frozen in fear.

      I didn’t look to see what kind of monster could have made that noise. I was afraid of what I might find. Everything else—my rumbling stomach, the creepy shack, the promise I’d made to investigate the rest of the area—was forgotten in that one terrifying moment.

      I didn’t even take time to scream.

      I just turned and ran.
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      Dad didn’t even look up from the TV as I hurried in from the back door. That was fine with me. I wanted to make it upstairs to my room, change clothes, and leave again with a minimal amount of conversation.

      There was less of a chance that I’d have to lie that way.

      “Did you have a nice time, sweetie?” he called out from the living room as I made a dash from the kitchen to the stairs.

      “Yeah, a great time.” I tried to sound nonchalant. Like I hadn’t spent the better part of the past several hours hiking up and then charging back down the side of a mountain. “It was really relaxing.”

      So much for avoiding any unnecessary lies. But it would have been a relaxing hike if it hadn’t been for the whole ordeal with the roaring, angry Sasquatch.

      That part had made things a lot less relaxing.

      “That’s nice…” He smiled in my direction but still hadn’t taken his eyes off the TV screen. Good. Thank goodness for his favorite quiz show. “Your mother was starting to get worried, but I told her you were probably up there having the time of your life.”

      The scariest time of my life, maybe.

      No need to share all of those particular details with either of my parents though.

      “Yeah, it was fine.” I took a few more steps toward the stairs. “Totally fine. I’m just gonna go up and change clothes, so…”

      Okay. I’d lost him to the quiz show again. Perfect.

      I started up the stairs, and then my stomach tightened as my mom appeared on the second-floor landing. “Oh, Jean! Thank goodness.” She clasped her hands together as she started down the stairs toward me. “And you’re even back before dinner. That’s just what I—oh…” Her voice trailed off, and her smile faded to a concerned frown as she stopped a few feet above me on the stairs. “What in the world happened to you? You look like you’ve been running a marathon, dear.”

      “What?” I feigned ignorance as I looked down at myself. “I’m sure I don’t look that bad.” Probably worse, in fact. “It was kind of… I mean, it’s not easy hiking up and down the mountains in a single day, you know.”

      Yeah, I was struggling. I felt like I’d been in a marathon. Or, more accurately, like I’d been chased by Bigfoot all the way through a marathon. But I hadn’t actually been attacked. I hadn’t fallen down or hurt myself. How bad could I possibly have looked?

      “You’re covered in sweat, and your face is streaked with dirt… just streaked with it.” She reached out toward my face but then apparently thought better of it and pulled her hand back again. “And I think that’s a twig in your hair.”

      I patted my head until I found the offending bit of nature and plucked it out. Yeah, definitely a twig. Complete with a couple of leaves and some sap. And okay, so maybe I did feel a little sweaty and dirty and gross, but still, did we really need to rehash it all right that second? On the stairs?

      “Everything okay up there?” my dad called from the couch. “I told you she was fine, Cindy. Now you can see for yourself.”

      “Oh, I can see.” She looked me up and down again. “I’m just not sure I like what I’m seeing.”

      I smiled and made a dismissive gesture as I squeezed past her on the stairs. “I’m fine, Mom. Sure, I’m maybe a little muddy, but I don’t have any scrapes or bruises, do I? I didn’t get hurt while I was out there. You can’t honestly be worried because I came home dirty, right?”

      She arched a brow and sighed. I knew that yes, she could honestly be worried because I’d come home looking so disheveled. She could even do a perfectly fine job of worrying for no good reason at all sometimes.

      But I was pretty sure I’d succeeded in talking her down from super worried to just mildly concerned, thankfully.

      “Well, get cleaned up, and I’ll get dinner started,” she continued, still giving me a bit of side-eye as she watched me walk to my room. “I’m sure you’re starving after all of that strenuous hiking.”

      “Oh, I, um…” I swallowed hard and forced another smile. Remember to be nonchalant. Like it’s no big deal. “I can’t stay for dinner. I just need to clean up and change clothes and then I have to um…”

      Her brows furrowed again as she waited for me to finish.

      “I have to go into town for a little while.” I shrugged. “I shouldn’t be gone too long though. Do you need me to pick anything up while I’m there?”

      I could tell from the look on her face that she wasn’t thrilled, but at least she seemed willing to let me off with just an exasperated sigh and a shake of her head. “No, we don’t need anything, but do you want me to make a plate for you? Will you be back in time to eat at all?”

      My stomach rumbled in response, the mere thought of my mom’s cooking setting off a Pavlovian response.

      “Definitely.” I nodded. “Why do you think I rushed back down the mountain so quickly? You know I can’t stay away from your cooking for too long.”

      That seemed to satisfy her a little. It even won me a half-smile. Which, considering the circumstances, was definitely a win.

      “Okay, well… just be careful, dear.” She looked back over her shoulder and smiled as she finished walking down the stairs. “I’ll set aside some dinner for when you get back.”

      “Thanks, Mom.” I felt a wave of relief that she hadn’t asked any other questions. “You’re the best! Love you.”

      “Love you too, dear.”

      Great.

      Perfect.

      Now I just needed to get myself cleaned up and head into town. There was a certain detective I needed to see.
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        * * *

      

      I’d been sitting in my car outside the Reedville police station for several minutes trying to decide how I wanted to approach my upcoming conversation with Dean.

      No matter what, I’d have to keep my cool—not always an easy task when it came to interacting with Dean. I’d have to remember every detail and stick as closely as I could to the absolute facts.

      Which also might be difficult since my heart had already started pounding out of my chest just from trying to remember the ordeal.

      So yeah, it was going to be a difficult conversation no matter what. But it had to happen. I had to go in there and tell him what I’d found. After what had happened with Kevin and Roy, I couldn’t stand the thought of having it on my conscience if anyone else had gotten hurt.

      And at the rate things were going? Especially with so many tourists still in town?

      It was only a matter of time before something else happened.

      Right.

      That was plenty of motivation for me. I’d deal with whatever sarcasm or skepticism Dean had in store for me if it meant there was a slight chance I might be able to get through to him.

      And honestly, even if it had been a bear—which it hadn’t—it was apparently dangerous enough to warrant some kind of response or official announcement or something.

      I just refused to believe that there wasn’t anything out of the ordinary going on after one man had already lost his life and another man had been sent to the hospital.

      I got out of the car and walked across the parking lot to the small building that housed our town’s police force. I’d already seen Dean’s patrol car outside, so I knew he was in there somewhere. I just hoped he’d have time to talk—and then the patience to listen.

      That was probably asking too much, considering my history with Dean, but I had to give it a shot.

      Eileen, the dispatch officer, was on a call when I walked in but greeted me with a friendly smile. It was probably for the best that I didn’t have to explain my sudden need to talk with Dean to anyone else, so I just pointed toward his office and she gave me a thumbs up as I headed that direction.

      So far, so good.

      I had my fingers crossed that some of Eileen’s good mood had carried over to the other officers on duty. I was going to need all of the goodwill—and all of the luck, if Dean was really going to believe me—that I could muster.

      There were only a handful of offices in the building, and I walked toward the only one that looked occupied at the moment. A fresh wave of nerves hit me once I made it to the doorway. Dean was sitting there at his messy desk with files scattered all over in front of him. He hadn’t seen me yet, and the thought occurred to me that it wasn’t too late to turn around and leave.

      The attacks that had happened up in the mountains were already common knowledge around town. Would it really be helpful for me to add my voice to the mix? Dean had already heard all the facts he’d wanted to hear. He’d already made the determination that there was nothing left to investigate.

      Was it foolish of me to think I might have been able to change his mind?

      Probably.

      But there was still a chance, and it was a chance worth taking. Whether he listened or believed me—those things were up to him.

      “Jean?” He frowned as he finally looked up from his paperwork. “What are you doing here?”

      “Nice to see you too,” I answered dryly. “Do you have a couple of minutes?”

      He checked his watch and scowled again. No doubt this impromptu meeting was not a welcome addition to his agenda for the night, but I was counting on the fact that it would have been pretty rude—even for Dean—to have thrown me out once I was actually standing in front of him.

      With a sigh, he motioned toward a chair in front of his desk, which meant my gamble had paid off. He might begrudge every second of it, but his good manners and sense of duty had come through.

      “I’m pretty busy, honestly,” he grumbled. “But since you’re here…”

      “Great.” I offered a tentative smile. “Thanks. I’ll try not to take up too much of your time.” It was really difficult to keep my tone neutral, to avoid even the slightest hint of sarcasm or attitude as I spoke. But I knew my message would be more effective if he kept an open mind and neither of us became too defensive. “I was hiking earlier today up in the mountains, and I thought it might be worth the time to go off the trail a little and poke around where Roy had been the other day, but—”

      “What?” His jaw clenched as he shook his head. “Jean, you shouldn’t have done that. What were you even thinking?”

      I took a deep breath. Stay calm. Don’t yell at him. This was the reaction you were expecting. “I was thinking that someone needed to go and check it out,” I ground out through gritted teeth. “He could have been killed. Kevin McKnight was killed, and we don’t even know—”

      “You could have been killed, Jean!” he shouted, thumping his hand against his desk. “Going up there—and I’m sure you went by yourself, didn’t you? Because of course you did. That was insane. Crazy.”

      “Okay, okay,” I held my hands up. “I get it. But it’s not like I haven’t ever been up there hiking before. It’s not like there aren’t people up there right this minute hiking around the same area, for crying out loud.”

      “Those people aren’t you though.” He ran a hand back through his hair and inhaled slowly before exhaling again. “You could have been attacked by the same person who killed Kevin and who tried to kill Roy. Then what?”

      I blinked, unsure of how I should take his sudden show of concern for my safety. Also, had I heard correctly? Was it a slip-up, or had he just admitted to thinking that it hadn’t been a bear attack that killed Kevin?

      Slip-up or not, it was too important to ignore.

      “Did you just say the same person who attacked them?” I asked, disregarding all of the other yelling and gnashing of teeth we’d both done in order to find out what he knew. “As in not a bear? Not a Sasquatch? A person? Have you actually changed your mind about that?”

      He opened his mouth as if he might object but then closed it again with an audible snap. “I don’t know what I think anymore,” he grumbled, straightening the papers in front of him and then scowling back up at me. “But my point still stands. What would I have done if something had happened to you up there in the mountains? If you’d been attacked? Or killed? It would have been my responsibility to go knock on your parents’ door and tell them that their daughter wasn’t coming home. While you were planning your little ‘hiking trip,’ did you even stop for a minute to consider any of those possibilities?”

      For the second time in as many minutes, Dean had shocked me by seeming to be genuinely concerned for my well-being. I honestly wasn’t sure how to feel about it.

      Confused, for sure.

      And yes, he was still too loud and too angry and too dismissive for my liking, but it was still nice to know that he cared about what might have happened to me, and that he’d also taken my parents’ feelings into consideration.

      “I did take most of those scenarios into consideration, actually,” I finally answered after I’d somewhat recovered from his surprising outburst. “And I can appreciate what you’re saying. I get it. It was dangerous. But now I want a real answer, Dean. What do you think attacked Kevin and Roy if it wasn’t a bear? Some crazy killer? Bigfoot?”

      He remained silent for several more seconds, giving me a hard look from across his desk. “Roy’s wounds were consistent with Kevin’s,” he admitted. “And… maybe it wasn’t a bear. But those wounds weren’t caused by a knife either. They were more like claw marks.”

      “So, you are saying you think it could have been a Sasquatch?”

      My head was spinning. It was as if everything I’d known about Dean had just been turned upside down. First his concern for me and now this? I wasn’t sure if I could handle too many more surprises from him.

      “I’m saying I think you need to be careful,” he replied. “You’ve always been too headstrong. You’ve never wanted to listen to reason or back down from a fight. But I’m telling you, Jean, if you go up against whatever is out there in those mountains, you will not win. Do you understand? It won’t end well for you.”

      Okay.

      That sounded a lot more like the old Dean. Thank goodness. The kinder, gentler version had been really unnerving.

      “I hear you.” I nodded. “And… I promise that I won’t go up there alone again.”

      It was more of a concession than I’d planned on making, but he had brought up some valid points. And contrary to what he thought, I did listen to reason sometimes.

      “You won’t go up there alone, or you won’t go up there at all?” His eyes narrowed. “I know you better than that, Jean.”

      I actually smiled a little before I caught myself. “Well, it is my favorite trail. I can’t just give it up completely.”

      He groaned and rolled his eyes, but I didn’t mind. I’d said and done enough—and had spent more than enough time in Dean’s cramped, messy office, thank you very much—for one night.

      All that was left for me to do was to go home, eat some delicious dinner, and crawl into bed. Maybe even sleep in late. After the day I’d had, I was pretty sure I’d earned it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Even though I’d barely spent any time at the Sasquatch festival this year, it still felt like it had dragged on for ages. Weeks. Months maybe. Hard to believe it had actually only been a few days since it had officially started.

      And today, finally, it was officially ending.

      Which was good, since I’d probably need the rest of the year to recover from the week’s events. Still, even though I’d been given plenty of reasons to stay away—the curious crowds, my own fear, the nagging feeling that a real, live Sasquatch could come crashing through the barricaded streets to wreak havoc downtown—there I was, taking in all the craziness one last time until it went away for another year.

      Cleo turned to me as we approached the main stage that had been set up downtown. “What do you think they’re going to do now that Roy isn’t going to be here to close down the festival?”

      Roy had been scheduled as the big “celebrity” showstopper. From what I’d picked up around town, the Richardsons had been expecting him to get the crowd hyped up and to keep the enthusiasm high all through the week until he closed out the ceremony with some sort of big spectacle on the last day.

      Obviously, none of those things had happened once Roy had been hospitalized. And judging from the lack of activity around the main stage, there wasn’t going to be any sort of larger-than-life event today either.

      “I’m not sure.” I shrugged. “What can they do? It looks like everyone else around here is wondering the same thing though.” I nodded to the small crowd that was just beginning to gather around the base of the stage. “I guess we’re all going to find out at the same time.”

      We watched for a few minutes as occasionally someone would hurry across the stage, moving a speaker or plugging in a cord. They were obviously planning on doing something. Why bother with the stage at all otherwise? It just obviously wouldn’t involve Roy.

      Mark and Bev Richardson appeared at either side of the stage, waving to the crowd as they crossed to meet up in the middle.

      “Ugh.” I didn’t even try to hide my grimace. “Those two are just… too much.”

      “They certainly do stay on brand,” Cleo observed with a wry smile.

      I couldn’t disagree with her on that point. With their big smiles, bigger hair, and flashy clothes, there was nothing subtle about either of them. Was it wrong that I took a tiny bit of pleasure in the fact that there was only a scattering of applause throughout the otherwise bored-looking crowd?

      “Good afternoon, Bigfoot fans!” Mark’s voice boomed out from the speakers, making the people in the immediate vicinity of the stage wince and cover their ears.

      “See?” I shook my head. “Too loud. Too much.”

      “We’re so thrilled that you’ve all had such a great time this week and that you’ve made this year’s Sasquatch festival the best ever!” Bev exclaimed as she smiled from ear to ear. “Mark and I love that so many of you have decided to stay even after the festival is over. That’s the kind of dedication that sets our festival and our fans apart from all the rest!”

      Cleo’s brow furrowed. “I don’t get it. Why are people staying in town after the festival? That’s never happened before.”

      “There’s never been a festival where two people have been attacked by a Sasquatch before either.” I sighed. “Alleged Sasquatch, I mean.”

      “But why do Mark and Bev care? Why are they so happy about the tourists sticking around?”

      I’ve always adored Cleo, and I couldn’t ever imagine a day when we wouldn’t be best friends, but sometimes I wondered if she had maybe inhaled too many paint fumes in her little backyard studio. Still, there was something to be said for her ability to look for the best in everyone—even Mark and Bev.

      “Why do those two ever care about anything?” I frowned and rubbed my finger and my thumb together. “Money, Cleo. That’s what they really care about. More tourists in town, more interest in the festival, more crazy stories and rumors—it all adds up to more money in their bank account.”

      “Yeah, I guess that makes sense.” Cleo nodded. “And everyone is just sticking around to get a piece of the Sasquatch action?”

      “I guess. I just hope they all stay safe. I don’t know what it is up there, but it isn’t messing around.”

      Whatever she said next was drowned out by a thunderous wave of cheering and applause all around us. I turned my attention back to the stage knowing there was no way Mark and Bev had done anything that warranted that level of enthusiasm from the crowd.

      Except they’d sort of proved me wrong. They had done something pretty extraordinary.

      Roy was up there.

      His face was anyway.

      They had set up a huge projection screen and were streaming a video feed that looked like it was live from Roy’s hospital bed. There were still plenty of bruises and bandages visible on his face and head, but he was smiling as he greeted the crowd who had spent all week hoping to get a glimpse of him.

      At least he was giving his fans what they had come for.

      “It’s crazy what happened to him.” Cleo shook her head as Roy spoke to the crowd. “Some people are saying it was a Sasquatch, and other people are saying it was some kind of publicity stunt. Have you heard anything about it?”

      The past few days had been so crazy and hectic that I hadn’t had time to catch up with Cleo until today, and the things I had to tell her couldn’t be shared in the middle of Main Street in front of the whole town.

      “You’re not going to believe what I’ve heard.” I nearly laughed just thinking back at all the craziness. Except none of it had been funny. “Or what I’ve seen. It’s been… Well, let’s just say we need to go someplace where we can talk. Like, now.”

      Her eyebrows shot up as she nodded. “Oh, this sounds juicy. I’m totally in.”

      This time, I did laugh. “Trust me, it’s juicy. And you’re going to want to be sitting down when I tell you.”

      Yeah, I needed to catch her up on so many things. But my house was too far away, and I wasn’t kidding when I’d said she’d want to have a seat. Which only left one place for us to go, as far as I was concerned. A place where we could sit down, have some delicious pastries, and a nice long chat.

      Baked goods and Bigfoot stories were a killer combination.
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        * * *

      

      It had been a few days since I’d seen Aunt Betsy or sampled any of her baking—a fact that my stomach reminded me of immediately once Cleo and I walked through the front door of the bakery.

      “Jean!” Betsy called out across the crowded space. “Good to see you, dear. I was just thinking about you. Grab a seat somewhere and I’ll be right over.”

      I didn’t want to be a distraction for her, but I knew that “I’ll be right over,” was actually code for “I’ll bring you cookies.” And with that in mind, Cleo and I took the empty table closest to the kitchen.

      Cleo closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. “It always smells so good in here. I don’t know how your aunt does it, but it’s always a different good smell too. Makes me want to try all sorts of new pastries and breads and cakes. Like… literally all of them.”

      I had to laugh because I knew exactly how she felt. “Try working here sometime.” I grinned. “I can pretty much guarantee you’ll put on five pounds every time you clock in for a shift.”

      “Yeah, I’m probably going to pass on that offer, but thanks.” Cleo’s eyes grew wider as Aunt Betsy came over with a big plate of cookies, cupcakes, and scones. “I’m not going to be able to pass on these though.”

      “Take as many as you want, girls.” Aunt Betsy smiled as she set the tray between us on the table. “I’ve been trying out some new recipes, and I want to get some expert opinions.” She walked over and poured herself a cup of coffee as Cleo and I each devoured a pair of cupcakes that tasted like chocolate covered strawberries. “Did you two go to the festival today?”

      I nodded as I savored the little bite of heaven in my mouth. “We were there for a little while. Long enough to get our fill of Mark and Bev Richardson.” I took another bite and couldn’t help but heave a happy sigh. “Aunt Betsy, these are amazing.”

      “Please keep this new recipe,” Cleo added. “Whatever it is, please keep it. And maybe make it into a cake?”

      Betsy laughed. “One step ahead of you, dear. There’s one back there in the oven as we speak. If you girls stick around for another half-hour, I’ll bring you a couple of slices.”

      Cleo gave me a pleading look, but I shook my head. “I doubt we’ll be here that long today but thank you. I’m afraid I’d never be able to stop with just one slice.”

      “That makes two of us.” Cleo nodded. “But I promise I’ll be back soon to take you up on that offer.” She licked a bit of frosting off her finger. “This is just too good for words, seriously.”

      “You’re both more than welcome to stop in anytime.” She tossed me a wink and then added, “But I can’t promise I won’t put you to work every once in a while.” Pausing for a moment, she looked toward the kitchen and then dusted her hands on her apron. “Speaking of which, there’s plenty for me to do back there before I can call it a day. Think about sticking around for that cake though!”

      She was off before either of us could respond. Which was probably for the best, since I was pretty sure it wouldn’t have taken much more convincing for us to stay and sample anything and everything else she might want to set in front of us.

      Once Aunt Betsy was out of earshot and we had each taken another couple of bites, Cleo turned to me with an expectant look. “Okay, I’ve held out this long but I can’t wait anymore. You need to spill the beans about Roy.”

      “Shh,” I cautioned, looking around to make sure nobody had heard her mention his name. “I’ll tell you, but we have to keep it under wraps, okay? There are still a ton of people in town who practically worship the guy, and I don’t need another run-in with an angry mob downtown.”

      Just thinking about my experience with the overly-curious Sasquatch enthusiasts was enough to send a shiver down my back. It was the first time I’d ever felt unsafe around a crowd of people, and I definitely didn’t want to put myself in a situation where it might happen again.

      “Right, sorry.” Her voice was just barely above a whisper as she leaned in closer. “But come on. It seems like everyone in town is talking about this guy. What have you heard?”

      “It’s not what I’ve heard. It’s what I’ve seen.” I took another look around the bakery to make sure nobody seemed to be eavesdropping on our conversation. “I’ve been up in the mountains a lot over the years. A lot. And I’ve never seen the kinds of things I’ve encountered over the past week or so.”

      “Things like what?” A hint of concern crept into her voice. “I hope you haven’t been going up there alone with all of this other stuff going on, Jean.”

      I decided it was probably best to focus on answering the first part of her question and just sort of skip over the part about going up into the mountains alone. I appreciated the concern, of course—and I would have felt the same way had the situation been reversed—but I really didn’t want to add Cleo to the growing list of people I needed to check in with right now.

      “I saw something up there one day,” I continued. “Something big. And… hairy. When I took a sample of the hair to one of the Sasquatch hunters in town I trust, he said it wasn’t like anything he’d ever seen. That it traces back to some sort of extinct primates in the Himalayas.”

      Cleo’s eyes went wide as she sat back in her seat. “That’s crazy. Do you think it’s true? Is it… Bigfoot?”

      To her credit, at least she whispered the last word, but I still looked around again to make sure we hadn’t drawn anyone’s attention. Even a hint of the B word these days was enough to drive the tourists into a frenzy, it seemed.

      “I honestly don’t know what it is,” I confessed. “But there’s something going on up there.”

      “And is that the… the thing… that killed the McKnight guy?”

      “It could be. And I think it was the same thing that attacked Roy. It’s only a matter of time before someone else gets hurt up there.”

      Some of the color had drained from her face, and I could tell that she was genuinely concerned. I was too. And not just for my own well-being, but for the dozens of tourists still in town who seemed to be throwing caution to the wind in their search for the rumored Sasquatch.

      “So, what do you think we should do?” Cleo asked as she reached for another cupcake. “Should we tell Dean?”

      I made a dismissive gesture and shook my head. “Dean already knows. He doesn’t think I should go back up there, but…”

      Cleo’s eyes narrowed as my voice trailed off. “But… what?” She started shaking her head when I didn’t answer right away. “No, Jean. I know that look. And as much as I hate to say it, I think Dean is right this time. You shouldn’t go back up there by yourself.”

      I couldn’t help but smile a little. “I agree. That’s why I think you should come with me.”

      Her mouth fell open and her eyes grew even wider than they had before. Was it possible to sprain an eye muscle? Because I was pretty sure that was what would happen if she kept making that particular face.

      “No, Jean. That’s a bad idea.”

      “It’s a good idea, actually,” I corrected her. “I was too jumpy and scared the last time I went, but there’s safety in numbers, right? And there’s a cave up there.”

      “A Sasquatch cave?” Her voice was a little too loud and several people turned to look over at us. “A Sasquatch cave?” she repeated in a whisper. “Are you crazy? Like, have you actually lost your mind? Did you perhaps hit your head the last time you went up in the mountains by yourself? Because what you’re talking about doing is insane, Jean. Actually insane.”

      I understood why she was so reluctant, and I couldn’t blame her. Maybe it was a little crazy, but I felt like I had a responsibility to check the place out now. And better that I did it rather than wait until I heard about some unsuspecting tourist getting maimed or killed, right?

      “I’m not going to pressure you into going,” I said. “I get it. It’s probably dangerous.”

      She gave me a hard look and sighed. “But you’re still going anyway, right?”

      I nodded.

      “By yourself?”

      “If that’s what I have to do.”

      She sighed again, heavier this time, then took a big bite of the cupcake she’d been holding onto. “Fine. When are we going?”

      “Are you sure?” I really didn’t want to pressure. Not too much, at least. “I really won’t be upset if you don’t go.”

      “Are you trying to talk me out of it now?” She laughed. “Come on, when are we going?”

      I finally smiled as a nervous-but-excited feeling started to bubble up inside me. Having Cleo by my side would make things so much easier. And if we did see a Sasquatch?

      At least she would be another witness who could confirm that I wasn’t just making the whole thing up.

      “As soon as possible,” I answered. “So… how about now?”

      “You owe me for this, Jean,” she grumbled as we stood up from the table. She tucked a couple of cookies into a napkin and put them in her purse. “You really owe me. Okay.” She nodded toward the door. “Let’s go before I change my mind.”
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      “Where are we going?” Cleo looked out the window as I parked my car on the side of the road. “Why are we stopping here?”

      I pointed straight ahead. “There’s a trail back there that leads right up to the clearing we’re going to explore.”

      “I thought you normally used the trails that are behind your house.” Her brow furrowed as she looked around. “We’re not even anywhere near your house. Since when do you start your hike out here in the middle of nowhere?”

      Should I have mentioned that I hadn’t actually hiked this part of the trail before? But it was a shortcut to where we needed to be—theoretically, at least. And since we didn’t have more than a handful of hours to get up the mountain and back down to my car before dark, there was no time to waste on the more lengthy, leisurely trail that ran by my parents’ house.

      “Since today.” I grinned as I pulled my backpack from the car. “Come on, we don’t have a lot of time.”

      We set out through the trees, pushing past low-hanging branches and tangled, overgrown plants that threatened to trip us with each step.

      Thankfully, my hunch had been correct. It had only taken us a few tense, grumbling minutes to make it to the trail we’d been looking for.

      “Finally.” Cleo tossed me a mock glare as the path cleared ahead of us and we finally started making our way up the mountain. “Now, what’s the game plan exactly? I feel like we should have some sort of concrete objective before we make it up there to the Sasquatch lair or wherever it is you’re taking me.”

      “The Sasquatch lair?” I laughed. “I think you might be giving it too much credit, Cleo. There’s just an old abandoned mine and a shack that’s practically falling down. You make it sound like he’s up there plotting world domination or something.”

      “How do you know for sure what it’s planning?” Her tone made it clear she was only half joking. “This thing must be pretty smart to have gone all this time—even attacking some pretty important people—without being caught. Without even being seen by anyone but you.”

      “And Roy,” I added. “Roy saw it too.”

      “Great,” Cleo grunted as we eased ourselves over some large boulders. “And that sighting landed him in the hospital. I hate to tell you, but you’re not exactly instilling a lot of confidence in our mission, Jean.”

      Well, that was a fair point.

      But at least she hadn’t turned around and headed back to the car. Not yet anyway.

      “I’m really glad you’re coming with me.” I looked back over my shoulder at her with a smile, hoping to at least reassure her a little. “I know you didn’t really want to, but you have to admit it’s kind of fun, right?”

      “I don’t think our definitions of fun really match up, Jean. I’ll say that it’s interesting though. As much as I hope we don’t run into Bigfoot, a tiny part of me still kind of hopes that we do. It would make a great story, you know?”

      As long as we live to tell the story.

      That was a thought I’d be keeping to myself though.

      “If we can help make sure nobody else gets hurt by this thing, that’s enough of a reason for me to go up there and check it out. And because, like you said, it’s Bigfoot. How many people can honestly say they’ve seen something like that?”

      “By my count? Two. Plus, one dead guy.”

      Oh, right. Roy and I had technically already seen the Sasquatch. “Well, if we see it today, that’ll make three people plus a dead guy. That might actually be enough to convince Dean to do something about it.”

      Which was probably just wishful thinking on my part, but still, it was worth a shot.

      “What do you think he’ll do?” Cleo asked. “He’s obviously not interested in coming up here himself. And if it really is a Sasquatch, he’ll probably have to call in the SWAT team or something. Or Seal Team Six or whatever.”

      “I don’t know if it works like that.” I laughed. “But maybe. Whatever he does is out of my hands. I just want…”

      To prove that I’m right.

      To keep my word to Roy.

      To help him avenge Kevin’s death.

      “I just want to get this over with,” I finished. Which, along with the other reasons, also happened to be the truth. There was nothing I wanted more than to see the town go back to normal. To have the Sasquatch festival be the fun, carefree, silly gathering it had always been rather than the frenzied, dangerous thing it had morphed into this year.

      “That makes two of us,” Cleo muttered from behind me. “Speaking of which, are we almost there?”

      I stopped to look around. Even after I’d pulled Roy’s GPS from my backpack, it was hard to know exactly how close we were. Well, maybe if I’d paid more attention to how to determine actual distances on the tiny screen…

      “Pretty sure it’s just over the next rise.” I nodded, hoping I sounded more certain than I felt. “Or… maybe the one after that.”

      Judging from Cleo’s expression, my fake confidence hadn’t been very convincing after all. “You’re lucky we’ve come too far to turn back now.” She shot me a sideways glance as we continued up the mountain. “I don’t even know how or why I let you talk me into these things.”

      “Because you’re an amazing friend,” I answered with a grin. “And deep down, you have to admit you love the excitement as much as I do.”

      “It will be a pretty major discovery,” she admitted. “If it really is a Sasquatch.”

      “See! Exactly!” Now that we were getting closer, my adrenaline was starting to kick in and I was becoming more enthusiastic. “Aside from all the crazy, scary things that have happened, how awesome will it be to say you’ve seen the only living Sasquatch in the world? Or ancient Himalayan primate or whatever the scientific name will be.”

      “Pretty cool, I guess.” She shrugged. “All I know for sure is that I’ll be feeling a lot better about the whole thing once we’re on our way back down the mountain.”

      “It’ll be soon,” I promised. “Once we’re up there, it won’t take too long to look around. We’ll see what we can see and then we’ll come back down. Easy-breezy.”

      It was a good plan anyway.

      What I didn’t mention—and what Cleo no doubt already knew—was that making a plan and then sticking to it were very different things.
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        * * *

      

      “Wow…” Cleo looked around the bright clearing with its lush green grass and the mining shack at the far end. “This is actually kind of beautiful. A lot different than what I was expecting.” She took a few steps into the clearing. “I should come up here and paint sometimes.” She pointed. “See the way the light filters down through the trees over there and then there’s just this burst of color? It’s breathtaking.”

      I smiled. I loved the way Cleo always saw the world through the eyes of an artist, always finding the beauty in any situation.

      And to be fair, there was a certain beauty to the place. Even the abandoned shack seemed to add to the overall charm of the area.

      “You do make it sound like a really nice place for a picnic or something.” I pointed over to the shack. “But that’s what we’re here for. That shack and the mine entrance behind it.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “I like my idea better. But okay. You lead the way. I’ll follow… from way back here.”

      We started walking toward the shack, and I felt that same mixture of excitement and fear that had come over me the last time I’d been there. From a distance, everything looked exactly the same. Holes in the walls… broken windows… It looked like the whole structure was being held together with a couple of nails and a prayer.

      “Why does it look like a tiny haunted house?” Cleo whispered. “It’s like those miners tried to make it as creepy as possible.”

      “Pretty sure they were just going for form over function a hundred years ago or whenever it was built,” I whispered back. “But yeah… this isn’t somewhere I’d want to be after dark.”

      As if on cue, we both looked up at the sky. We had actually made it up the trail relatively quickly, and it was thankfully still bright and sunny in the clearing. Still, it was getting later in the afternoon and time was obviously not on our side.

      I stopped about twenty feet from the shack and turned to Cleo. “I’m going to look inside. You keep watch to make sure nothing comes out of the woods, okay?”

      She nodded and motioned for me to keep going.

      I took a deep breath and slowly crept toward the door. Having Cleo as a lookout did make me feel better, but at that moment, I was honestly more concerned with what might come out of the shack than what might have been hiding in the woods.

      Once I finally made it to the door, I reached for the handle and then stopped when I heard Cleo suck in a sharp breath behind me.

      “What?” I turned, trying to keep from screaming as my heart jumped into my throat. “Did you see something?”

      “No, sorry.” She gave me a sheepish look. “I just… You’re just going to walk in through the front door like you own the place? What if that thing is in there?”

      Okay. Fair point.

      I took a step back. “What do you think I should do then? I need to check out the inside of this place.”

      She pointed to the side of the shack. “Go look through one of the windows. At least then we can get a head start running if something comes out after us.”

      That was definitely not a pleasant mental image, but again, she had a point.

      Moving as slowly and quietly as possible, I walked around to the side of the shack and stood on my toes to look inside one of the smashed-out windows.

      I couldn’t see much. The columns of sunlight that filtered in showed a dirty wooden floor and a couple of rudimentary tables and chairs. No Bigfoot. No scary ghosts. Just a lot of dust and a few rusty old mining tools.

      “Looks safe enough.” I backed away from the window and nodded toward the door. “I’m going in.”

      She nodded, but I could tell that she was nervous as I walked back around to the front. “Just be careful,” Cleo whispered.

      I gave her a thumbs-up as I reached for the door handle and gingerly turned it. The door creaked on its rusty hinges, making me wince. I waited a moment for the dust to settle and then took a step inside.

      Taking a flashlight from my backpack, I switched it on and pointed it at the dark corners. In addition to all of the original furniture and tools I’d seen from the window, there was also more recent graffiti and trash. As I stepped closer, I could see that some of the food wrappers weren’t faded at all and looked very recent.

      Someone had definitely been in there, but who? Tourists? Kevin? Roy? There was really no way of knowing just from the scattered garbage and debris.

      I moved the beam of light across the floor and gasped. There was a dark red stain that streaked across the floor and up the inside of the door. I backed slowly out of the shack and turned to face Cleo.

      “What did you find?” she asked. “Why are you so pale? Jean, what is it?”

      “It’s nothing,” I lied. The last thing I wanted to do was freak her out before it was time to go. “But I, um, need to go check the inside of the mine.” I walked over to the side of the shack and pointed with my flashlight. “Just right back there.”

      “No, Jean.” She shook her head. “You’re crazy. You can’t go in there. Seriously, just… no.”

      “I have to,” I called back to her. I was already walking toward the mine. “You stay up here and keep an eye on everything. If you see anything, just yell.”

      “Just yell?” She looked at me like she really thought I might be crazy. “That doesn’t seem like a great plan, Jean.”

      “I won’t be long,” I tried to reassure her. “Just stay right there and wait for me, okay?”

      I didn’t wait for a response. We didn’t have time to argue about it anyway. I only hesitated for a moment outside the entrance to the mine, and then I turned on my flashlight again and stepped inside.

      I’d never seen the inside of a mine before, and I hadn’t really known what to expect. There was a track on the floor and everything was dark and dirty.

      A few yards from the entrance, the path widened, and I could see the old wooden supports that held the ceiling up. It was pretty crazy to think those wooden beams had kept this place from collapsing in on itself for all these years, especially since they probably hadn’t been maintained in at least fifty or sixty years—maybe even longer.

      There was a noise outside. Was it Cleo? With my heart beating so loudly and my shoes scraping on the gravel floor, it was hard to be sure. I stopped moving and listened as I silently counted to ten but didn’t hear anything else.

      Moving ahead again, I was pretty sure I could see some prints in the dust. Footprints maybe. They were big and were definitely shaped more like an actual foot than a shoe or a boot. As I slowly moved the light from one side of the mine to the other, I could see that there were actually two sets of tracks—one leading deeper into the mine and the set closer to me that led back out toward the entrance.

      And there on the wall near the tracks was another red streak. More blood? Here?

      I didn’t know how to make sense of it and didn’t have time to really think about it before I heard another noise, this time coming from the darkness ahead of me.

      I froze.

      It sounded like… like something that was groaning and grumbling as it shuffled along the mine shaft. And the noise was definitely getting louder as I stood there holding my breath. I took a step back and moved my flashlight along the walls, looking for somewhere to hide as the noise became louder and more distinct with each passing second.

      There was a tiny alcove in the wall just a few feet away. It wasn’t a very good hiding spot and was barely even big enough for me to crouch into, but at least it was out of the way and off the main path. In the darkness, it might be enough to keep me from being noticed.

      Maybe.

      Hopefully.

      I switched off the flashlight and ducked into the alcove. And then I waited.

      Even the shallow breaths I was taking seemed to echo in the darkness as the scraping, shuffling, moaning noise got closer.

      Closer and closer until I felt like I could sense it in front of me. I couldn’t see anything at all and didn’t dare turn on my flashlight, but I just knew that it was only a few feet away.

      Groaning.

      Shuffling.

      Waiting.

      In the distance, I heard Cleo’s voice. There was no mistaking it this time. It was far away, but it rang loud and clear through the mine. She was yelling my name. Something was wrong.

      I wasn’t the only one who had heard her. The creature in the dark seemed to perk up, and the shuffling became faster as it moved away from me and in the direction of the mine entrance.

      Cleo’s voice called out again, closer and louder this time. The groaning turned into an angry huff and then a roar. The shuffling turned into running.

      I held my breath for another three seconds that felt like an eternity.

      Cleo screamed, and I bolted toward the sound of her voice. I was terrified of what might be about to happen, but I couldn’t leave Cleo out there alone.

      She needed me. We were a team.

      And making it out there to help her might mean the difference between life and death.
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      The bright sunlight blinded me after being in the near-total darkness of the mine for so long, and I had to stop and feel my way around the entrance while I tried to get my bearings.

      I blinked hard, squinting as my eyes slowly adjusted. I hadn’t heard any screaming for several seconds, but I also hadn’t heard any more of that creepy groaning or shuffling, so I wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or terrified.

      Probably terrified.

      “Cleo?” I whisper-shouted, afraid to raise my voice too loud in case the creature decided to come back and make a snack out of me in my half-blinded state. “Are you there?”

      I crouched down as I heard the creak of door hinges and then saw Cleo’s head pop out of the mining shed a few yards away.

      “Over here!” She motioned me over. “Hurry!”

      I took a quick look around the clearing but didn’t see or hear any sign of the creature. All I could do was hope it wasn’t out there watching and waiting while I ran as fast as I could to the tiny shack.

      Once I was safely inside with Cleo, I could tell that she was okay. She looked just as scared as I felt, and her hands were trembling as she looked out one more time before closing the door behind me, but there weren’t any cuts or scratches visible on her.

      “Did you see it?” I asked, doing my best to keep my voice down even though I could feel the adrenaline surging through my body. “The way it took off after you…” I shook my head, trying to block out all of the horrible, scary thoughts I’d had. “I was worried.”

      “You?” She let out a nervous laugh. “I think just hearing that thing took ten years off my life.” She drew in a long, ragged breath and then slowly exhaled. “I thought I heard something, so I started calling your name. Then, whatever it was got louder and scarier.” She closed her eyes for a moment as if she was reliving the experience second by second. “I didn’t know what it was, but when I heard that loud roar, I knew it was bad.”

      Now that I had heard things from her point of view, I could begin to piece together in my own mind what had happened. “That thing was just a few feet away from me in the mine. I couldn’t really see it, but I could hear it just like you could. I was hiding from it, and I thought for a second that it might have found me, but I think your screaming and yelling might have saved me. That was when it went charging after you.”

      Cleo was nodding along as I spoke. “Right. Exactly. As soon as I heard it getting closer and roaring like… well, I’ve never heard anything like it, to be honest. But as soon as it started making all of that noise, I ran for cover. I ducked inside here and watched out the window as it ran past.”

      Just knowing how close she had come—how close we had both come—to a confrontation with the creature made my heart beat faster and my palms start to sweat. The danger was very real. Still, we had come so far that I couldn’t stand the thought of giving up when it felt like we were so close to a breakthrough.

      If only I had been able to get a photo—or, better yet, more physical evidence—we might have been able to persuade Dean to take the Sasquatch sightings and attacks more seriously.

      I walked over to the door and pushed it open just far enough to stick my head out and look around. Still no sight of the creature, and the only noises I could hear in the clearing were the birds chirping in the distant trees.

      Looking back over my shoulder at Cleo, I motioned for her to follow. “I think it’s safe to come out now. Did you happen to see which way it went?”

      She nodded and pointed toward the ridge in the distance. “It took off that way and it was just a blur of reddish hair, but… I believe it was a Sasquatch.”

      It felt good to have my own suspicions confirmed by a trusted friend, but also made the reality that much crazier—and that much more dangerous. There hadn’t been much doubt left in my mind that I’d seen a Sasquatch up on that very same ridge, especially not after hearing Roy talk about the creature that had attacked him.

      To know that Cleo saw the very same creature running toward the very same place was all the proof I needed.

      “I think you’re right.” I gathered my backpack and squared my shoulders. “That’s why I need to go after it.”

      “What?” She shook her head as she reached for my arm. “Maybe you didn’t hear me. I said I think it was a Sasquatch, Jean. As in Bigfoot?”

      “I heard you.” I was still scanning the line of trees as I spoke, making doubly sure we were still safe for the moment out in the open. “But there are still so many unanswered questions, even if it was a Sasquatch.” I started counting them off on my fingers. “Why has it just shown up now, after decades of supposed sightings? And if those previous sightings had been real, why is it suddenly so aggressive this year? Is it protecting its home? Does it have babies? What does the mine have to do with it, or the blood I found in there? Is it a match for the blood in the shack? Why does it keep going back to that ridge?”

      After running out of fingers, time, and patience, there was only one thing left for me to do. “I need to follow it. I need to leave right now if I’m going to have any chance of catching up. It can move through the trees like nothing I’ve ever seen before.”

      Cleo did not look convinced. “I’m just saying I don’t think it’s a good idea. I think we should go back down and tell Dean. Or… someone. Anyone. But I don’t think we should go after it ourselves.”

      “I agree.” I nodded, earning a surprised look from Cleo. “I think you should go get Colt and Jim from the campsite outside of town. I’ve talked to them about the Sasquatch before and they’ll know what to do.”

      Her initial look of surprise faded quickly. “So, you want me to go for help while you go after the scary, horrible, deadly Sasquatch?” She rolled her eyes. “I can’t imagine how this could possibly go wrong. Come on, Jean. Come with me. Don’t try to do this by yourself.”

      As much as I appreciated my friend’s concern, I wasn’t going to let her talk me out of chasing down that Sasquatch.

      “Hurry,” I urged her. “I’ll do my best to stay hidden and out of harm’s way. I just want to find out where it went, and I need to hurry if I’m going to make it back down the mountain before the sun goes down. The longer we stand here arguing, the less time I have.”

      For a moment, I thought she would keep arguing with me anyway. And if the situation had been reversed, I probably would have done the same thing. But I had to take the chance. The opportunity to get more information about the Sasquatch made it worth the risk, in my opinion.

      She pressed her lips together and then sighed. “Just be careful, okay?”

      “I will.”

      “And hurry!”

      “Okay, okay.” I waved her off. “I’ll see you back in town.”

      I watched as Cleo hurried back toward the trail and then turned around and looked toward the ridge.

      I was going to find that Sasquatch.
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        * * *

      

      It hadn’t taken me long to find the faint trail of blood that led from the clearing into the forest.

      Perfect.

      Follow the trail. Find the Sasquatch.

      Easy-breezy.

      Except the trees grew more and more dense around me with each step I took, making it harder to see more than a few yards ahead at a time and also blocking out a lot of the early evening sunlight.

      More than once, I’d had to stop and backtrack to find the trail of blood again when I’d accidentally gone off track. It was a wonder to me that more tourists didn’t get hopelessly lost in the mountains each year. I’d lived in Reedville all my life, and I was pretty sure I’d never ventured so far off the beaten path before.

      I was losing daylight quickly, but I wasn’t going to give up. I pulled the flashlight from my backpack but had to switch it back off again every time I heard a suspicious noise coming from the surrounding trees.

      Which seemed to happen with every single step I took.

      Just stay calm.

      Don’t get jumpy now.

      Stay quiet. Gather the evidence. Get out.

      I didn’t know how far ahead the creature was, but the blood on the trail ahead of me was still fresh. I moved ahead even slower, stopping completely when a small but sturdy-looking cabin came into view.

      Ducking behind a tree, I quickly switched the flashlight off again and looked around. There was a flurry of movement near the porch, and then I heard that strange groaning, shuffling noise that I’d heard the creature making back in the mine.

      With my flashlight turned off, it was difficult to make out too many details, but there was no mistaking the hulking silhouette as the figure moved up the porch steps to the front door.

      Even from a distance, I could tell that it was limping, heavily favoring one leg as it made its way to the door. There was something else about the way it was moving though. It wasn’t crouched or staying low to the ground like any other primate I’d seen.

      The way it moved, the way it looked around, the way it reached for the door handle just looked like… a regular guy. A regular human guy.

      And why would an otherwise wild, feral Sasquatch have this nice, quaint little cabin tucked away in the woods? I hadn’t questioned that a famously elusive mythical creature might make a home in an abandoned mine, but a cabin? A normal, unremarkable, well-kept cabin?

      Yeah, that didn’t add up.

      I needed to get closer.

      I needed to make sure my gut instinct was right, to see if it really was just a regular person in some kind of Bigfoot costume. A very, very convincing costume, in this case.

      And if it was just a regular person, I needed to find out that person’s identity.

      I waited until it went inside and then counted to ten and took a few deep calming breaths. I was too close to blow the whole thing by rushing around and being careless. I absolutely had to get up to the cabin and then back down the mountain without being seen or heard.

      Once I felt relatively certain that the thing—or person—wasn’t going to come right back outside, I started to slowly move toward the cabin. Even stepping as lightly as possible on the tips of my toes, I still winced and paused at every crunching leaf and snapping twig along the way.

      Just a few more yards.

      Slowly.

      Steadily.

      Quietly.

      I held my breath over those last few feet until I could flatten myself against the rough log walls of the cabin. There was a shaft of light streaming out of the window around the corner. I was so close and so nervous that I probably would have passed out if the Sasquatch-person had come bursting out the front door.

      It was probably a good thing that Cleo had decided to stay behind. There was no way she would have been okay with any of the decisions I’d made over the past several minutes, but what choice did I have?

      This was the best—and maybe only—opportunity I was going to have when it came to getting close to the supposed Sasquatch. I couldn’t let the chance go to waste.

      Still crouched down and moving as slowly and quietly as humanly possible, I made my way around the corner and along the side of the cabin until I was directly under that bright shaft of light.

      And then I carefully, cautiously raised my head above the window ledge.
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      I only got a quick glance before ducking back down again, afraid the Sasquatch-person would see me there in the window if I lingered for too long.

      From what I’d seen, the cabin was sparsely furnished but looked relatively clean. Definitely not the kind of neat and tidy environment I’d have expected from a creature that supposedly wasn’t human and had lived its whole life in the mountains.

      Yeah, that was definitely a person. A person with a good costume.

      I still needed to get a better look though. And now that the sun had gone down, it was getting darker outside with each passing minute. Since I couldn’t risk peeking my head over the window ledge again, and since walking in through the front door to introduce myself obviously wasn’t an option, I needed to think of a better alternative.

      Fishing my phone from my pocket, I checked the signal. I barely had any reception, and I knew from previous experience hiking in the mountains that my call quality would be spotty at best. I might have been able to make a phone call—maybe—but there was no guarantee that the other person would have been able to hear me or that the call would have even stayed connected.

      Anyway, calling someone would have been too risky. I still needed to stay quiet and low to the ground until I could get out of there. I tapped the screen to bring up my camera and looked up at the window. How was I supposed to take pictures if I was too scared to raise my head up?

      I nibbled at my lip and tried to keep my hands from shaking too much as I gingerly lifted my phone above my head. I might not be able to see what I was taking pictures of, but I could still point the camera and snap the photos.

      And the room was small enough that maybe it wouldn’t matter that I didn’t know where to point the lens.

      Raising it just high enough to hopefully get the shots I needed, I snapped a few quick pictures and then brought it down again. I held my breath and waited, half expecting the Sasquatch-person to appear in the window above me with another one of those creepy, angry roars.

      Nothing happened though.

      I slowly exhaled and then took another deep breath and waited a few extra seconds just to be sure.

      Still nothing.

      I flipped through the pictures I’d managed to take. Two were blurry and mostly of the windowsill, but there were three more that clearly showed a person with regular human hands lifting the Sasquatch head from their costume.

      And even though the costume was covered in long, reddish hair, it was easy to see the matted trail of blood that ran from the person’s torso all the way down the side of their body. That must have been the wound Roy had mentioned. Whatever the person in the costume had done to stop the bleeding back at the mining shack and inside the mine itself clearly hadn’t worked.

      Which was fortunate for me since I’d followed that same trail of blood to the cabin.

      I needed to take a few more pictures though. While it was obvious that there was definitely a person under that Bigfoot costume, I still had no way of telling who that person might have been from the pictures I had just taken.

      Once again, I lifted the phone above my head and prepared to take as many photos as I possibly could. I even made sure I wasn’t pointing the camera directly at the windowsill this time. Before I could snap any other pictures though, my screen lit up and my ringtone happily blasted out through the phone’s speaker.

      “Oh my gosh, no.” I saw Cleo’s name flash across the screen as I fumbled with the phone, trying to ignore the call. My palms were sweaty, and my heart was palpitating, and I couldn’t seem to hold onto it. “No, no, no…”

      The phone, still ringing, tumbled from my hands and clattered to the ground next to me. Just as I dove to pick it back up again, the front door of the cabin flew open and a man’s voice boomed out into the darkness just a few feet away from me.

      “Hey! Who’s there?” The porch boards creaked as he moved toward me. “What are you doing up here? You think you’re going to cause trouble for me?”

      I didn’t have time to think. It was too late for me to hide, and there was no way he would have missed me crouched there directly under his window.

      I grabbed my phone and scrambled to my feet, swiping to answer the call just as the person came charging around the side of the cabin toward me.

      “Hey!” he yelled again, moving surprisingly swiftly for someone with an open wound. I could only hope my own rushing adrenaline would give me the boost I needed to get out of there. “Come back here! I’m not going to let you get away!”

      I swiped to answer my phone and started running as fast as I could. I knew I needed to let Cleo know where I was if I had any hope of getting out of there alive.

      Please let her be nearby.

      With the police, preferably.

      And a gun.

      And a helicopter.

      “Cleo!” I yelled into the phone as I ran. “Are you there? Can you hear me?”

      Even though I would have considered myself to be in pretty good shape, a long day of hiking and then having my wits scared out of me multiple times in the past few hours had taken a toll. My sides were aching, and I was already huffing and puffing as I did my best to outrun the guy behind me while also dodging trees and low-hanging branches.

      Which, judging from the stinging scratches on my arms and face, wasn’t working out so well.

      “Jean?” Cleo’s voice crackled through the phone’s speaker. “Are you okay? We’re on our way. Where are you?”

      I could hear another person with her in the background, but between the poor reception and trying not to get killed in the forest, I couldn’t tell who it was.

      I just needed to tell her my location and then get off the phone and do my best to outrun the crazed, shouting killer behind me.

      “Cleo?”

      “I’m here, Jean! Tell me where you are.”

      “There’s an old cabin about…” I swallowed a gulp of air and what definitely felt like a bug as I took a moment to look back over my shoulder. He was gaining on me. I had to keep going. Faster. “About three miles east of… of the shed where we were earlier today. I need you to ah—”

      A push from behind sent the phone flying out of my hand as I sprawled forward. The only thing that kept me from tumbling headfirst down the side of the mountain was a large tree that broke my fall and knocked the wind from my lungs in a quick whoosh.

      I could hear Cleo yelling my name through the phone, but I was too busy trying to breathe and get back on my feet to answer her.

      “Got you now!” The man’s hand gripped my arm and pulled hard, making me scream as it twisted behind me. I kicked as hard as I could, my foot connecting with an audible thud and then a fierce cry of pain mixed with rage as his hand slipped away. “You’re… gonna… pay for that.”

      I didn’t dare look back for fear that it would cost me valuable seconds. Using the nearby tree trunk to pull myself up, I started running again but almost instantly tripped on a root that was growing up out of the ground.

      For the second time in as many minutes, I found myself crashing against a tree and crumpling to the ground with my breath completely knocked out of me.

      My legs and sides felt like they were on fire. My ankle was throbbing from the two back-to-back falls I’d just taken. My arm hurt from where the man had grabbed me.

      But I had to keep moving. If I didn’t get back on my feet and start running again as fast as I could, he’d catch me for sure. And then… I didn’t even want to think about what might happen.

      Pushing myself upright through sheer force of will, I finally took the risk of looking back over my shoulder as I tried to find my footing on the uneven treacherous ground.

      He had already picked himself up and was running after me again. There was no way I would have time to get back on my feet, somehow catch my breath, and then outrun him on top of that. It just wasn’t going to happen. Even with a bleeding wound, he was sure to catch up.

      There already wasn’t enough distance between us, and I didn’t have time to come up with another plan. He was bigger than I was and clearly stronger, so fighting him off wasn’t the best plan, either.

      But it seemed to be my only option.

      He was so close, I could hear him wheezing for breath, and even in the darkness I could see the crazed, angry gleam in his eyes.

      “Got you!” he snarled, reaching out his hands to grab me again.

      That was it. I had to do something.

      I ducked my head and pushed off from the ground as hard as I could, rolling out of the way at the last minute. I cried out in pain as his feet hit my legs and then gasped as he flailed past me in a blur and started rolling down the hill.

      It all happened so fast that it took a few seconds for me to realize I was actually okay. I was alive. He hadn’t hurt me.

      The rush of adrenaline from the past several minutes had left a bitter, metallic taste in my mouth, and a wave of nausea and emotions hit me as I struggled to my feet. My entire body was trembling as I reached out for a nearby tree branch to finish pulling myself up.

      My legs shook like a newborn colt’s as I took a couple of uncertain steps and looked downhill into the darkness. I could see the man’s crumpled form lying there. He wasn’t moving. I wasn’t even sure if he was breathing.

      “Jean? Jean can you hear me?”

      I blinked and looked around. “Cleo?” I could just barely hear her voice through the speaker of my phone. “Cleo, I’m here! I’m okay. Keep talking!”

      She called my name out a few more times as I felt my way along the forest floor until I finally found my phone. It was a little banged up and was sporting a nice new crack on the screen, but it was still in one piece.

      And thankfully, so was I.

      “Are you there?” I asked once I had caught my breath and picked up the phone.

      “I’m here! What happened? Was it the Sasquatch?” She sounded relieved and panicked all at the same time. “I heard a bunch of screaming and yelling, and then I couldn’t hear anything.”

      “The Sasquatch is a person.” I answered the first and easiest question as I cautiously took a few steps in the direction of the Sasquatch-person in question. “A man…”

      “Who? Do you recognize him?”

      “It was all happening so fast, and it’s so dark…” I squinted as I looked down the hill but still couldn’t see the man’s face well enough to identify him. “I just know that he was after me. He chased me through the woods. He didn’t want me to leave here alive.”

      Just saying the words out loud made my whole body start to tremble again. It had been one thing to know there was something dangerous in the mountains. Coming face to face with that danger had been another thing entirely.

      He hadn’t caught me though. That was the important thing to keep in mind—and the only reason I was still around to tell the story.

      “Dean is with me,” Cleo continued. “We’re on our way up to find you. Where is the guy now?”

      “He fell and rolled down the hill.” I took a few more steps in that direction. “He’s still about twenty yards away, but I’m trying to get closer.”

      I could hear Dean’s voice in the background telling Cleo that I had better not be taking any unnecessary risks. I actually started to laugh, but it hurt my side.

      “You should probably wait to tell Dean about our adventure earlier today,” I said under my breath. “He really, really wouldn’t approve.”

      “Too late.” I could hear a hint of amusement in her tone. “And you’re right. He disapproved. Strongly.”

      I didn’t even want to speculate as to how that conversation must have gone, but I was selfishly glad that Cleo had been the one to deliver the news to the detective. I’d had more than my fair share of run-ins with Dean Wheeler over the past couple of weeks.

      “Okay, so…” I eased my way down closer to the man’s body and lowered my voice. Not like he was going to hear me, but it had just felt sort of weird to be loud and off topic when someone was lying motionless a few feet away from me.

      Even if that same person had just finished trying to snap me like a twig.

      “I’m closer now,” I continued. “I still can’t see him very well, but I’m trying.”

      “Do you have your flashlight? Don’t get too close to him if you don’t absolutely have to.”

      Easier said than done.

      I had no idea where my flashlight—or my backpack, for that matter—was. I’d dropped both of them somewhere back by the cabin.

      “Hold on a second, Cleo.” I took the phone away from my ear and swiped to activate the built-in flashlight. Resourceful? Yes. Should I have probably just used my phone in the first place? Also yes.

      I gasped as soon as the light hit his face.

      “Jean?” Cleo’s voice sounded worried again but I barely even noticed. “I heard something, Jean. What happened?”

      I opened my mouth to speak, but no words came out. I closed it again and cleared my throat, trying to make sense of what I’d seen.

      “Jean?” Cleo repeated.

      “I… I’m here. The Sasquatch… It’s… It’s Old Man Lawrence.”

      For a moment, there was complete silence on the other end of the line. Then, I could hear Cleo and Dean both talking at the same time.

      “I think you’d better call an ambulance.” I crouched down, ignoring all of their questions for a moment. “It looks like he hit his head on a rock when he fell, and there’s a wound on his side—probably from where Roy stabbed him. He’s really pale. I think he’s lost a lot of blood.”

      Cleo must have handed the phone to Dean because his voice broke through my shock. “Jean, tell me exactly where you are. Can we even get an ambulance up there?”

      I looked around. There was no way they could get a vehicle—any vehicle—out here. Between the steep terrain and the dense tree cover, it just wasn’t possible. Even a medical helicopter would have needed a clearing to land, assuming they could even find us in time.

      “No,” I answered. “Not here. I’m going to try and get him back to the cabin. You and Cleo can meet me there.”

      “How are you even going to move him?” Dean sounded skeptical, but that wasn’t anything new.

      “I’m not sure.” I tried to lift him, but he was too heavy for me to pick him up outright. “I think I can use his costume as a sort of sled to slide him along the ground.”

      By slide, maybe I really meant drag, but that was really just a technicality. And since the guy had just recently tried to kill me, I wasn’t too bothered by technicalities.

      Thankfully, Dean didn’t waste any precious time arguing with me. There really was a first time for everything, it seemed.

      “Okay,” he replied. “Cleo says we’ll meet you at the cabin. Be careful.”

      He had already hung up before I’d had a chance to respond. Which was probably for the best, since his sudden—and seemingly genuine—concern for my safety was honestly freaking me out a little.

      Public safety was sort of in his job description though.

      And anyway, I’d learned a long time ago that trying to make sense of Dean Wheeler’s thoughts or actions was an exercise in futility at the best of times.

      At the moment, I had more pressing things to worry about.

      I slipped my phone into my pocket and looked down at Old Man Lawrence. My plan of using his costume to drag him back to the cabin had seemed like a good one in theory.

      Now it was time to put that theory to the test.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      I’d always known that hiking was good exercise and had always enjoyed it. But hiking in the dark with no visible trail while half-dragging, half-carrying a mostly-unconscious man behind me?

      Pretty sure that level of insanity qualified me as some sort of extreme sports champion.

      There wasn’t any way to get around it though. If I had left the old man out in the woods, he wouldn’t have made it. And if I’d stayed with him, it would have taken the authorities too long to reach us.

      Either way, he probably would have died if I hadn’t figured out a way to get him back to his cabin.

      An eerie, anxious feeling washed over me as I took my first step inside his cabin. My eyes immediately fell to the table near the window where he’d left the head of his Sasquatch costume sitting. It stared back at me with large, empty eye holes that still felt menacing even though it was clearly just an inanimate mask.

      The true menace was the man I’d shown compassion to even after he’d tried to hurt me, even after he’d hurt and killed others. The man I’d brought back with me.

      He had started to regain consciousness even before we’d made it back to the cabin, but he had still been too weak and too out of it to have put up much of a struggle—or to have supported much of his own weight, unfortunately.

      Still, even though I didn’t think he was much of a threat to me or anyone else in his weakened state, I didn’t want to take any unnecessary risks. Contrary to what Dean Wheeler might have believed, I really didn’t enjoy taking risks.

      It just always sort of worked out that way.

      “Okay,” I said out loud, talking to myself more than the semi-conscious old man. “Let’s see what we can do to keep you from trying anything crazy.”

      I looked around the room and found some rope and then managed to prop him up in a dining chair before binding his wrists to the back of it.

      Functional, safe, and it kept him sitting upright while he woke back up. Which was perfect, since I had some questions I wanted to ask before Dean and Cleo arrived. Which, judging by how long it had taken me to drag the old man through the woods, could be any minute.

      I had just finished bandaging his head and then tying his wrists when he stirred and mumbled something that sounded a lot like, “Where am I?”

      “We’re back at your cabin,” I answered. “And I’m not going to untie you until you answer my questions, so it would be in your best interest to cooperate.” Not exactly the truth, but he didn’t need to know that. “I know you’re behind the attacks. You’re the Sasquatch people have been talking about.”

      He glared up at me from his chair as I stood a few feet away. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. Who are you?”

      Right. So, he was going to be stubborn. Not surprising, but not the sort of answer I’d hoped for after I’d sort of saved his life.

      “I could have left you in the woods,” I stated in a matter-of-fact way that made his eyes go wide. “And you’re still in pretty rough shape, so you might want to reconsider the way you’re talking to me.” I looked around the room. “The head to your costume is over there on the table. You’re still wearing part of the costume. I have pictures of you removing the head earlier. I think it’s pretty safe to say you’re the Sasquatch people have been talking about.”

      He pressed his lips together, and I thought for a moment that he might try to deny it again even though I’d just presented him with the overwhelming evidence anyone with two eyes would have been able to see for themselves.

      “So what if I am.” He shrugged, still sounding defiant. “That doesn’t prove anything. Do you have any idea how many of the tourists who come here for the festival have one of these ridiculous costumes? Are you going to break into all of their houses to tie them up and interrogate them as well?”

      The way he’d tried to twist the situation would have almost been laughable if it hadn’t been so cold and calculating. I needed to change tactics if I wanted to get the truth out of him before he lost consciousness again.

      “Why did you kill Kevin McKnight?” I crossed my arms. “And don’t even try to deny it. It’s just the two of us here, and we both know the truth. I just want to know why.”

      His eyes narrowed, and he huffed out a short breath. “Fine. You want to stick your nose where it doesn’t belong so badly? I’ll tell you. That man—McKnight—made a living out of pretending to be a Sasquatch denier, anti-Bigfoot all of that… but it was all just for show. He and Roy Turner had plans for our festival. They wanted to make it bigger and bigger every year. And they were getting their wish. Have you seen the crowds this year?”

      “So, you killed him?” I took a step back reflexively, just to put some actual, physical distance between myself and that sort of thinking. “He deserved to die because… he wanted the festival to be more popular?”

      That didn’t even make sense. Saying the words out loud made it sound even more absurd. I might have unmasked the Sasquatch, but it was clear that I was still dealing with a monster.

      “Of course, he didn’t deserve to die.” The old man sighed. That was the first sensible thing he’d said all night, but it didn’t change my opinion of him. And it wouldn’t bring Kevin back either. “But I just got so angry. I had just fought off the Richardsons’ latest bid to buy my property—no doubt so they could turn it into some sort of low-rent tourist trap—and then I go out one night and who do I see?” He shook his head and took a deep breath, looking past me as he seemed to become lost in the memory. “That’s right. Kevin McKnight. He was out there by the mine—right on my property—tearing up his own clothes and putting fake blood on his body. It made my blood boil.”

      Hearing his account of the story made me think back to that night when I’d seen Kevin stumbling out of the woods with that shocked, terrified look in his eyes. That hadn’t been an act. Just like his death later that night hadn’t been faked. No matter how Old Man Lawrence tried to justify it, he had somehow gone too far that night. He had killed Kevin McKnight.

      “What did you do?” I prompted. “When you saw him tearing up his clothes and getting ready to fake being attacked?”

      And okay, I didn’t really doubt that Kevin had done those things. He hadn’t exactly been pleasant to deal with, and even Roy had admitted to me that they’d been trying to generate publicity.

      But I still didn’t believe that Kevin had done anything that night to deserve actually being attacked by the old man.

      “He wasn’t supposed to die.” Lawrence shook his head, seeming to deflate a little as he spoke. “I put my costume on to scare him. I thought maybe I’d rough him up a little, scare him, you know?”

      “So, you dressed up like Bigfoot to scare him off your property?”

      Lawrence nodded. “Yes, exactly. I only ever meant to scare him. It just… got out of hand.”

      I didn’t point out that the old man’s actions had actually ended up stirring up more interest among the tourists and Sasquatch hunters. Even if Kevin had lived, the fact that he’d been attacked by what he’d thought was an actual Sasquatch had created more publicity and buzz for the festival than anything Kevin and Roy could have come up with on their own.

      There were still a few pieces of the puzzle that were missing though.

      “I was one of the last people who saw Kevin alive,” I recalled, shuddering a little at the memory. “My parents called the ambulance for him. He genuinely believed that he had been attacked by Bigfoot. He had cuts—real cuts—on his body. Even the detective said they looked like claw marks.”

      Lawrence moved his head and looked toward the corner of the room. There was a pair of furry gloves on the floor, and as I walked closer, I could see what looked like little garden rakes protruding from the tops of the gloves.

      “That’s what caused the claw marks?” I looked back over my shoulder at the old man. “Why would you even use something like that? You had to know those things would be sharp enough to do some serious damage.”

      “They’re cultivators, not knives. I wanted the costume to be as realistic as possible and… I thought I might have to defend myself. I never intended for the claws to be deadly, but then Kevin fought back. I tried to scare him, and he… He charged me. He pinned me to the ground and ripped my mask off.”

      I felt like he was being mostly honest with me, even though his story was actually maddening. If he would have just stopped and used his head at any point, Kevin would have still been alive and no crimes would have been committed.

      Lawrence wouldn’t have needed anything for self-defense—there wouldn’t have been anything to defend himself against—if he hadn’t taken matters into his own hands with the Bigfoot costume. There wouldn’t have been an uproar in the community. There wouldn’t have been such an influx of extra tourists at the festival.

      His own actions caused all of the things he’d been trying to prevent.

      “So, he ripped your mask off.” I sighed, not sure I even wanted to hear any other details. I already knew how the story turned out. We were just filling in the few blanks that were left. “And that was when you killed him?”

      “I had to,” he insisted, his voice straining as he spoke louder. “What choice did I have? Once he had seen my face, it was just a matter of time before he turned me in for assault.”

      “And instead you’re going to get charged with murder.”

      He hung his head. “I thought I was doing the right thing at the time.” He huffed out a breath and looked back up at me, a fresh wave of defiance in his eyes. “And I would have gotten away with it too. A bear attack, they said. Case closed.”

      I nodded. He was right. Dean had been so hasty with his initial investigation, so ready to dismiss it as an unfortunate accident and move on. In Dean’s defense, though, he didn’t really have any reason to believe otherwise.

      Aside from the suspicions I’d raised, of course. But even I couldn’t have predicted—or even imagined, for that matter—how crazy the truth would end up being.

      “If the other one, the showboat…” Lawrence grimaced and practically spat the last word. “If Roy Turner hadn’t come up here looking to get his name in the papers one more time, everyone would have eventually moved on from Kevin McKnight’s death.”

      I thought about Roy lying in his hospital bed looking so weak and broken. He had come so close to meeting the same fate Kevin had—and again at Lawrence’s hands.

      “But then Roy stabbed you,” I finished for him. “You had to know they would keep coming up here, especially after you went on that rampage through the campground. That just added fuel to the fire.”

      Everyone back at the camp had been so excited, so validated by the thought that they’d witnessed a real Sasquatch walking through their campground. Especially Colt and Jim. They’d both put so much time and energy into running those tests and capturing the Sasquatch footage. I hated the thought of telling them it had all been a lie.

      “What are you talking about?” his eyes narrowed as he cocked his head to the side. “There was no rampage. I never went anywhere near that campground.”

      Since Lawrence had been mostly honest with me up until that point—as best I could tell, anyway—it was hard for me to figure out why he would choose that part of the story to lie about. Why admit to a murder and attempted murder but not a destructive stroll through the campground?

      It just didn’t make any sense.

      But I didn’t have time to ask him any other questions. The sound of sirens and a flash of red and blue lights through the window meant our interrogation had finished.

      Dean and Cleo had arrived.
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      I sat down for the first time in… hours? Days? Years? I wasn’t even sure how much time had passed since I’d sent Cleo back to town for help, and my feet were super appreciative as I slumped down onto one of Old Man Lawrence’s rough-hewn dining chairs.

      “Try not to touch anything, please.” Dean looked back over his shoulder at me as he handcuffed Lawrence to the stretcher and read him his rights. “At least until I’ve had a chance to look around and collect evidence.”

      I gave him a mock salute, but he had already turned his attention back to Lawrence. Cleo saw it and snickered though. And even though Dean had definitely not been my first choice for help—or my second, for that matter—I was actually grateful that he had shown up so quickly.

      With a gun.

      And handcuffs.

      Not that Jim and Colt wouldn’t have been just as helpful, of course. “Why didn’t you go get Jim and Colt, like I asked?” I whispered to Cleo, my thoughts spilling out unfiltered.

      She shrugged. “I ran into Dean first. He was already on his way to the trail, and it just made more sense to have him here so he could coordinate with the paramedics and everything.” She raised an eyebrow and lowered her voice. “Plus, I think he was worried about you.”

      I grimaced. “I doubt it. Worried he’d have to do a bunch of paperwork if I’d been eaten by a bear, maybe.”

      Dean turned around again, and I could see the corners of his mouth turn up into what was almost a smile. “Yeah, that would have been pretty inconvenient.” He paused while the paramedics took Lawrence away on the stretcher and then walked over to join Cleo and me. “You know I think you were crazy to come up here in the first place, right? Both of you were crazy. That was unbelievably dangerous.”

      Okay.

      This was the lecture I’d been waiting for.

      Cleo gave him a sheepish look. “It was Jean’s idea. She’s the crazy one.”

      “Really, Judas?” I shot her an offended look that was only half joking. “No more free pastries for you at the bakery.”

      Dean snorted. “Trust me, I never had any doubts about whose great idea it was to track an alleged Sasquatch through the mountains. That plan has Jean Williams written all over it.”

      It was the kind of snark I’d come to expect from Dean, but now Cleo too? She would have to paint me something really nice to dig her way out of this hole. And I’d absolutely let her know just how annoyed I was. Just as soon as she gave me a ride back down the mountain.

      “There wasn’t anything wrong with the plan.” I gave them both a look. “It was my plan that led us to the killer, after all.”

      “That’s a fair point,” Dean admitted, surprising me and shutting me up before I could start listing all the other helpful things I’d done. “And it was very brave of you—both of you. But please, please don’t do anything like this again.”

      It would be an easy promise to make. “I promise not to get involved with any other Sasquatch murder conspiracies.” I grinned. “At least for a while.”

      Dean and Cleo both groaned. “Somehow, that news isn’t as reassuring as I’d hoped,” Dean muttered. “At least promise you’ll go to the hospital to get checked out before you go home tonight.”

      Another easy promise to make, but this time for a completely different reason. “Of course,” I nodded. “I actually think that’s a really good idea.”

      “You do?” they both asked at the same time. “Okay. Right,” Dean continued, still giving me a wary look. “That’s… good to hear.”

      I smiled and nodded as we said our goodbyes to Dean. “Thanks again for coming to help,” I offered, genuinely grateful. “I appreciate it.”

      “Just doing my job,” he replied, but he actually allowed himself to smile. “Now remember, straight to the hospital, and no pitstops to hunt Sasquatch.”

      “Yes, sir.” I teased him with another salute. “We’ll be on our way even though I do feel fine, for the record.”

      Dean stayed behind to finish gathering evidence, and it was only once Cleo and I had stepped outside that she gave me another skeptical look. “Okay, what’s up? Why were you so cooperative back there?”

      “What do you mean?” I laughed, feigning innocence as we walked toward her car. “I think I’ve been cooperative this whole time.”

      She shot me a sideways glance. “You didn’t even try to argue about going to the hospital even though you said you felt fine. You’re not the only one around here who can follow the clues. I know you well enough to know something is up.”

      She had a point. I didn’t typically give in to Dean’s suggestions—even the reasonable ones—without at least putting up some token resistance.

      “Well, in my own defense,” I began. “I truthfully don’t feel like I need to go to the hospital. But sometimes it’s easier to just go with the flow than it is to argue.”

      The look she gave me said she wasn’t totally buying that explanation. “And?” She raised a brow as she waited for me to continue.

      “And…” I couldn’t help but smile in spite of being called out by my best friend. “I think it’ll be a good opportunity to talk to Roy. I think he’ll be very interested in learning about what happened tonight.’

      “I knew it.” She sighed. “Jean, you’re almost too predictable sometimes.”

      I had to laugh again. “I’m going to take it as a compliment that you care enough to notice when I’m being too cooperative.”

      She joined me in my laughter. “If I didn’t care, you know I never would have agreed to come up here and hunt down a Sasquatch with you in the first place. I’m pretty sure that fact alone cements my best friend status.”

      “No arguments here.” I put up my hands in surrender. “And thank you, by the way. For coming out here with me even though you thought I was crazy and—”

      “I still think you’re crazy,” she interrupted, giving me a look that was only half joking. “But you know what? I’d do it all over again. I’m not sure what that says about me…”

      “It says you’re a good friend.” I smiled. “And for the record, I’d do it all over again too. Now, let’s go talk to Roy.”
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        * * *

      

      It didn’t take long for a cursory examination by a nurse to confirm what I’d already known—that aside from a few minor scrapes and bruises, I was just fine. I’d certainly fared much better than either Roy or poor Kevin McKnight after their run-ins with Old Man Lawrence.

      Once I’d received clearance from the nurse—and had made sure to get in a “told you so” with Cleo—we stopped by Roy’s room to check on him and give him an update on all of the night’s crazy news.

      I’d half expected him to be asleep since it was pretty late by the time we’d finally made it to his room. He wasn’t though. His bandaged face lit up, and he switched off the TV as soon as Cleo and I walked in.

      “Mind if we stop by for a little visit?” I asked belatedly once we were already inside his room.

      “Of course, I don’t mind.” He grinned and motioned toward the chairs next to his bed. “Come in and have a seat. I have some leftover mashed potatoes—I think they were mashed potatoes, anyway—if you’re interested.”

      Cleo shot me a distressed look, and I laughed. “You sure know how to sell it, but no, thank you. I think we’re going to treat ourselves to some late night ice cream when we leave here.”

      “We’ve earned it tonight,” Cleo nodded.

      “Ah, that does sound a little better than the alleged mashed potatoes.” Roy studied my face, and I could see his eyes move over my dirty, torn clothing. “You look like you’ve been wrestling a bear. No doubt you did earn that ice cream.”

      “I think wrestling a bear might have been an easier task than what we actually did.” I took a deep breath and slowly exhaled as I thought back over the day’s events and tried to pick a good place to start. “Remember that clearing where you found the Sasquatch?”

      “I can still picture it in my dreams.” He reached up to touch one of the bandages on his head. “I don’t think I’ll be forgetting that place anytime soon.” He gave me another inquisitive look. “I take it you were able to locate the spot with my GPS.”

      The last time I’d seen Roy had been right after he’d been brought to the hospital, before his wounds had even been fully looked at, let alone stitched or bandaged. A little over forty-eight hours had passed since then, but it felt like it had been ages ago. I wondered to myself if I would have taken the GPS and gone back up into the mountains at all if I had known then what I’d find.

      Probably.

      Okay, definitely.

      I hadn’t ever been good at passing up a challenge, or at turning away when I felt like I was doing the right thing. In this case, that one trip up the mountain had helped to solve multiple crimes.

      Yeah, that was always going to be worth it.

      “Cleo and I went up and checked out the clearing with the abandoned shack and mine,” I confirmed. “Except it wasn’t exactly abandoned anymore.”

      Roy frowned. “I was afraid of that. So, you saw him then? The Sasquatch?”

      Cleo nodded. “He nearly ran me over when he came roaring out of that mine.”

      “Probably thought I’d come back to finish the job I’d started.” Roy grinned, making a stabbing motion in the air. “I think I got him pretty good, but it was dark and there was so much hair. Plus, he got me back pretty good.”

      “You did get him,” I agreed, much to Roy’s apparent delight. “And the trail of blood from that wound led me right to… a cabin in the woods.”

      He nodded for me to continue and then cocked his head to the side. “Wait, what? A cabin?” His brow furrowed. “The Sasquatch lives in a cabin? That seems a little suspicious.”

      “Doesn’t it?” I laughed. “It certainly wasn’t what I’d expected to find either.” I fished my phone from my pocket and scrolled through my photos until I got to the one I was looking for. “Here he is, though, standing in his kitchen and removing his own head.”

      Roy squinted as he looked at the picture and then heaved a frustrated sigh. “A costume. I can’t believe I, of all people, fell for a costume.”

      “To be fair, it was a really convincing costume,” I noted.

      “And you said yourself it was really dark when you saw him,” Cleo added. “It was the middle of the day when he went running past me, and I would have sworn it was real.”

      Roy still looked disappointed but only allowed himself one more long sigh before prompting me to continue. “I assume you’ve already notified the authorities?”

      I nodded. “After he chased me through the woods and nearly killed me.”

      Roy’s eyes went wide. “Oh, no! I’m glad you made it back out of there in better shape than I did, at least. You must have been too quick for him.”

      “I had some help from some rocks and tree roots.” I shuddered as I remembered how close I had actually come to being very seriously injured. Or worse. “He tripped and hit his head and was unconscious until right before the police arrived. Just enough time for me to realize who he was and get a confession.”

      His eyes lit up for the first time since discovering it hadn’t been an actual Sasquatch. “Who was it? It isn’t nice to leave an injured man in suspense for very long, you know.”

      “It was Old Man Lawrence.” I pressed my lips together and shook my head. “He was so blinded by his own anger and frustration that he killed Kevin and tried to finish the job with both of us as well.”

      Roy’s mouth fell open. “Lawrence Hillyer? Wow… I mean, I noticed the dirty looks and the grumbling every time I was around him, but I just never would have guessed. And he admitted to killing Kevin?”

      I nodded. “He said he didn’t mean to—that he got so angry when he realized you and Kevin were trying to pull some kind of publicity stunt. But he said that Kevin pulled off the mask and would have turned him in otherwise.” I swallowed hard as I saw the look of anguish on his face. “I’m sorry. I know this has to be difficult to hear.”

      “No, you don’t need to apologize.” He dashed a hand at his cheeks. “It’s just such a shame. Kevin wanted out, and I thought this would be the best way. In hindsight…” He took a deep breath and sighed. “Anyway, thank you. It’s horrible, ugly news, but I feel better knowing the truth.”

      “It is horrible,” I agreed. “And I’m glad it’s over. I should probably bring your GPS back the next time I’m here.” I paused to offer a tentative smile. “You’re going to need it the next time you go out hunting for the real Sasquatch.”

      He laughed. “Oh, I don’t think that will be happening for a while. But no, you should keep it.”

      “Really?”

      He nodded. “Even if you don’t end up needing it again, it can always be a reminder of the time you sort of caught a Sasquatch.” He returned my smile. “Thanks for your help, Jean.”

      We shook hands, and I gave him the closest I could get to a hug while he was still in the hospital bed. As Cleo and I turned to leave his room, he called out again.

      “Oh, Jean, I almost forgot. Did he ever give a reason for trashing the campground?”

      “That was the one thing he wouldn’t admit to.” I shrugged. “He seemed genuinely confused when I asked him, so… who knows?”

      Roy looked thoughtful then nodded. “That little mystery should keep the hunters going for a while longer.” He gave a little wave. “Thanks again and take care. Hopefully, the next time we run into each other, neither of us will be in the hospital.”

      “Feel free to stop by the bakery before you leave town. Aunt Betsy’s chocolate cake is world famous for its healing properties.”

      “I’ll be there,” he promised.

      We walked out the door, and I closed it softly behind us then sighed. “Come on, Cleo. Let’s go home.”

      She grinned. “That’s the most sensible thing you’ve said all day.”
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      After two weeks of almost nonstop activity, crazy rumors, and numerous supposed Bigfoot sightings that were as terrifying as they were exciting, it was nice to finally sit down and have a totally peaceful brunch with my family.

      Aunt Betsy had invited my parents and me to the bakery for coffee and tea, sandwiches, crepes, and scones, and I hadn’t been able to stop smiling since we’d sat down.

      Pastries.

      Family.

      Coffee.

      They were all of my favorite things, all at the same time. Combined with the huge Sasquatch-sized weight that had been lifted from my shoulders, and it really was the best, most relaxing time I’d had since being home from overseas.

      My mom’s voice broke through my caffeine-and-pastry induced haze. “I can’t believe you got caught up in the middle of all that commotion up in the mountains yesterday.” She shook her head as she sipped her tea. “You could have really been hurt, dear. And you wonder why I don’t like you hiking up in those mountains by yourself.”

      I hadn’t really planned on giving my parents too many of the gritty details surrounding my encounter with Old Man Lawrence, but the downside of living in such a small town was that nothing stayed a secret for too long.

      Especially when that secret involved Bigfoot, a murder, a couple of attempted murders, and the police.

      Still, I’d done my best to keep the discussion brief and focused on the positive—like the fact that I had made it out alive with just a few bumps and scrapes to show for all the trouble.

      “I wasn’t by myself though,” I said between bites. “Cleo was with me. And then Dean was there.”

      My dad shook his head. “Cindy, it’s probably best for our own sanity that we don’t know everything Jean does these days.”

      Aunt Betsy laughed as she came over from behind the counter. “You two have raised a responsible, thoughtful woman. She has a good head on her shoulders. You’ll just have to trust that she uses it.”

      I mouthed a silent “thank you” to Aunt Betsy and then took another bite. I knew my parents’ worrying and lectures came from a place of love, at least. And I knew they trusted me, even if they didn’t always agree with my decisions.

      But it was also nice to know that I could always count on Aunt Betsy to back me up.

      “You’ve outdone yourself with these scones, Betsy.” Dad smiled, not-so-subtly changing the subject. “I don’t know what your secret is, but everything you make is just so good.”

      “He’s right,” Mom agreed. “And I can already foresee half a dozen scones to take home in our very near future.”

      “Have as many as you’d like, my dears.” Betsy gestured toward the kitchen. “There are plenty more where those came from. And be sure to try the cake too. It’s divine, if I do say so myself.”

      As my parents were jokingly telling my aunt what a temptress she was, a bandaged and bruised customer coming in through the front door caught my eye.

      “Roy!” I called out, giving him a wave before quickly excusing myself from my parents’ table. I hurried across the bakery and gave him a friendly hug. “You made it! I didn’t think they’d let you out of the hospital so soon.”

      “They weren’t too happy about it.” He shrugged. “But I’d had enough of that bed and that food. Plus, I recall you promising me a pastry if I stopped by, so… I came to collect.”

      I laughed. “You’re in luck. My aunt’s scones are amazing. So, what do you have planned now? Flying back home to rest and heal, I hope.”

      “Ah, well…” He paused and got a mischievous twinkle in his eye. “I am leaving town, yes, but I have to confess I was tempted to stick around for a while longer with some of the other hunters. They’re still as hopeful as ever that they’ll finally see a Sasquatch with their own eyes.”

      I didn’t doubt him. It took the kind of dedication that I’d rarely seen outside of the Sasquatch hunting community to keep believing in—and actively searching for—something that had been repeatedly proved to be a myth.

      Still, I didn’t understand why anyone would want to stick around after the past few days’ events.

      “They have to know that the murderer wasn’t really a Sasquatch though, right?” I was still trying to wrap my head around the idea. “I can confirm with my own eyes that he was very much a human.”

      “But there is still a bit of the mystery that remains unsolved.” He raised a brow. “They never did find out who rampaged through the camp that night, and I believe you saw that surveillance footage. It did look like a Sasquatch.” He paused and then gave another half-shrug. “Plus, they found more hair, and it didn’t match the sample that you gave to Jim and Colt.”

      By themselves, each of the things he’d mentioned could have been explained away as isolated incidents or random facts. But hearing him string them all together made the possibility that there really could still be a Sasquatch out there seem tantalizing, even to me.

      It was no wonder Roy was a celebrity in the Sasquatch hunter community. He sure knew how to tell a compelling story.

      “I hope they find what they’re looking for,” I said. “I just know that my Sasquatch hunting days are over for a while.”

      He nodded. “That makes two of us. But there’s a theory spreading like wildfire that Kevin actually discovered the real Sasquatch and Lawrence killed Kevin to protect the beast.” He chuckled. “I really should stick around a little longer. The headlines write themselves, honestly.”

      A familiar voice spoke up from behind Roy. “Speaking of headlines, our two local celebrities are here at the same time. No doubt the rest of the fan club will be along shortly.”

      “Only one local celebrity here, Detective.” Roy nodded toward me. “Jean deserves all of the credit for keeping Old Man Lawrence from hurting anyone else.”

      I felt my cheeks start to flush. “Not all of the credit…”

      “And on that note…” Roy turned back to me. “I should probably be going before the fan club really does turn up. I have a plane to catch.”

      He gave me a hug goodbye and then I was left facing Dean. Not exactly the best trade-off I’ve ever made. But honestly? Even Dean hadn’t been so bad the past couple of days. Or maybe I was just starting to get soft in my mid-thirties.

      As I told him the wild theory Roy had just shared with me about the real Sasquatch still being out there, all Dean could offer was a shrug.

      I was more than a little incredulous that he wasn’t at least a little bit alarmed. “Don’t you think we should at least make an effort to tell them not to go wandering around up there in the mountains for a while?”

      “They wouldn’t listen. They didn’t listen to Kevin when he told them there was no such thing as Bigfoot. They definitely aren’t going to listen to me.” Dean gave me a hard look. “And you should just stay right where you are and enjoy the day with your family.”

      “But what if someone gets hurt?” It felt wrong that he really didn’t plan on doing anything about the possibility. “You don’t think we should say something?”

      “Jean, you’ve been a big help. You really have. I might not have initially wanted that help, but I won’t deny that you’re the reason this case got solved. But I can’t go close down the hiking trails based on the possibility that someone will get hurt by Bigfoot. Nobody has broken the law, and as long as they don’t trespass, they’re welcome to stay and indulge their hobby.”

      I sighed. It was frustrating to hear, but he was right. I didn’t want to stop anyone from doing the thing they loved, but as long as there were still unanswered questions about what had happened over the past couple of weeks, there was still the potential for danger.

      “Did you ever find out anything else about the sighting at the campground?” I let my thoughts spill out before I could stop myself. “Roy said there was some hair found there that didn’t match any other samples.”

      He shrugged again. “I honestly don’t know, Jean. Everyone in that campground has a Bigfoot suit. I think it might even be a requirement. The place got trashed, but nobody was hurt, and there’s nobody to press charges against anyway. The police can’t really do anything unless or until something else happens.” He paused and then added in a mock spooky voice. “I’m sure the truth is out there though.”

      I rolled my eyes and started to turn back so I could rejoin my family, but Dean stopped me. “Jean, wait,” his voice went suspiciously quiet. “Please? There’s, uh… something else I wanted to say while we’re both here.”

      “O-kay…” I drew out the word slowly as he looked around and pulled me away from the bakery entrance. “What’s going on?”

      I had become used to—almost immune to—Dean’s self-assured attitude and bossy, sometimes arrogant pronouncements over the years. But this was new. This self-conscious, sort of sheepish look and tone was actually a little unsettling, if I was being completely honest. It almost made me worry about him.

      “I just wanted to say…” He paused and took a deep breath then slowly exhaled. “I just want you to know that I really am sorry for the way I treated you the night of our prom. I know it was a long time ago and that nothing I say can change what happened, but… I’m sorry. And if you really are going to be sticking around in Reedville for a while, I hope we can at least stay on friendly terms.”

      For a moment, I wasn’t sure if I’d heard him correctly. I replayed in my mind everything he’d just said and then replayed it again for good measure.

      Dean Wheeler hadn’t just admitted he was wrong. He had just apologized—genuinely, specifically, unequivocally apologized—for his actions that night. An apology was something I’d given up on years and years ago. And while he was right about not being able to change the past, I still appreciated that he was finally trying to make amends.

      It was a start. It was a step in the right direction.

      “Thank you, Dean.” I gave him a genuine smile. He’d earned it. “We can’t change the past, and we also can’t predict the future, but… maybe we can see what being on friendly terms is like. It might even be a nice change of pace.”

      “Good.” He nodded as the corners of his mouth twitched a little. “I, uh… guess I’ll see you around then.”

      “I guess you will.”

      And that was it. He walked out the door, and I walked back over to my parents’ table in a daze.

      “What was that all about, dear?” Mom asked as soon as I’d sat back down next to her. “Detective Wheeler looked like something was bothering him.”

      Was I supposed to say anything about Dean’s sudden change of heart? Were we actually friends now? I honestly didn’t know how any of that was supposed to work. I’d spent most of my adult life trying to forget about the way he had humiliated me way back then. I’d spent just as long disliking him and disagreeing with him on principle alone.

      Becoming friends with Dean might turn my whole world upside down. “I don’t know, Mom.” I tried to sound nonchalant. “It was probably nothing.”

      Maybe I’d keep this new friendship to myself for a little while longer, just to see how things turned out. If I really was going to stay in Reedville for a while, I would definitely see more of Dean Wheeler.

      It might take a while to get used to seeing him as a friend, but I was willing to try.

      And if I could count on having good friends, good food, and my loving family around me all the time?

      Yes, maybe it really was time to start putting down some roots in Reedville.
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      When the only other bakery owner in town dies, Aunt Betsy is the number one suspect. She was the last person to see Dorothy Adler alive—after Dorothy publicly accused her of stealing her famous sourdough recipe. Now, it’s up to Jean to prove her aunt innocent not only of Dorothy’s death, but the theft of the recipe.

      Who could’ve wanted to see Dorothy dead? Her estranged son, in town to settle his mother’s affairs? An out-of-town developer trying to buy Dorothy’s land? Or perhaps a homeless friend whom Dorothy helps out every now and then? Something is missing from this recipe of murder, and Jean is determined to figure it out.

      That’s not the only thing Jean is juggling. Shepherd’s Falls Bakery café is losing money, and no one can find the leak. Between proving her aunt’s innocence, saving her bakery, and speed dating—June might just find herself in the bread oven.

      

      Click here to read the next mystery in this cozy series…
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      Despite the bags under her eyes and the ankle monitor, Sophia Becker looked gorgeous.

      “Tiffany!” She flashed a phony smile and embraced me in a warm hug. Her voice contained trace amounts of anxiety and relief, and her blue eyes couldn’t disguise her stress. “I’m so glad you came!”

      I shrugged nonchalantly. I didn’t want her to get her hopes up, or to think our relationship had changed. “I was told it wouldn’t hurt to listen.”

      “Well, thank you for coming.”

      I walked into the mansion behind her, my low-heeled sandals making a clicking noise against the white marble floor. Her place smelled expensive, like a Vanilla-Bergamot scented candle, and was so clean and tidy that I wondered just how many staff she employed.

      When we reached the far side of the living room, Sophia slid gracefully into a wooden chair, and crossed her long, tan legs. She was wearing a short black miniskirt and a designer tank top, and her ankle monitor flashed silently. “Did Richard fill you in?”

      I shook my head no. “He told me you were looking for a PI, but I didn’t get any details.” I perched gingerly on an antique armchair worth more than my entire month’s salary. In my casual Bermuda shorts and t-shirt, I felt a little out of place in this glamorous room. “But I don’t really see what a PI can do for you at this stage.”

      Sophia flipped her long blond hair from one side of her face to the other, and her elegant diamond drop earrings shimmered in the light. She gave me a pained look. “I’m innocent. Don’t you believe that?”

      “That’s what they all say. And even if you are, it’s hard to argue against the evidence.”

      “It was planted.”

      I sighed. “Sophia, they found the gun in your nightstand. Literally. A. Smoking. Gun.”

      She stared at me for a second through narrowed eyes, and then she leaned back in her chair and relaxed. “Do you think I’m stupid?”

      I shook my head. I didn’t even have to think about that one. Sophia was anything but stupid.

      She was beautiful, friendly and witty—and she’d put those qualities to good use by becoming a stripper. She was also ruthless and ambitious, and that was probably how she managed to make Ethan Becker, owner of the Riverbelle Casino, fall in love with her.

      Thanks to Ethan’s wealth, Sophia’s stripping days had been put behind her as soon as they got engaged, and the wedding was exclusive and ostentatious. Judging from the massive rocks she wore, and the Lake Las Vegas mansion I was sitting in right now, Sophia’s marital life had been one great big fairy tale.

      Until three months ago, when her husband was murdered.

      “Then why,” she said, “does everyone think I’m dumb enough to wipe down a murder weapon and put it back in my nightstand?”

      “Maybe you didn’t think anyone would look?” Sophia looked at me cynically and I went on, “Someone would have to break in to plant the gun in your bedroom. You never reported a break-in.”

      “I couldn’t tell from the lock. There are good lockpicks, you know.”

      I looked at her doubtfully. “And what do you want me to do?”

      “Find out what the police overlooked.”

      “What makes you think they overlooked anything?”

      “Oh, please. The instant they found that gun, they stopped their entire investigation and acted like I’d admitted to killing Ethan. Meanwhile, the guy who murdered my husband is walking free.”

      I took a moment to reflect. Did I really think Sophia had killed Ethan? It was hard to tell—all through our high school years she’d been a good actress, manipulating people to get her way. She’d been the pretty, popular cheerleader who’d spread mean rumors behind your back and teased you about your weight, your hair and your unfashionable old clothes. I hadn’t been too fond of her back then, and I wasn’t sure what she was capable of now.

      As though she’d read my mind, Sophia said, “Why would I kill my husband? I had a great life, and I’d be stupid to risk all that.”

      “I don’t know. What if I find things that make you look even more guilty? You know I’ll have to tell the cops.”

      Sophia nodded. “Of course.”

      I thought about all the reasons I didn’t want to take on this case. “Why me? Why not someone else?”

      “It’s a great first case.”

      I loved the way she didn’t answer me directly. I wasn’t even fully accredited, and she wanted me to look into something so serious. “How’d you find me, anyway?”

      “Ed Hastings recommended you.”

      Ed was my supervising detective. He’d certified to the Nevada Board of Private Investigators that I wasn’t mentally unstable or criminally inclined, and once a month I did ten hours of supervised work for him—mostly boring surveillance jobs. My one year of supervised work was almost up, and I was grateful to Ed for the recommendation, even if I wasn’t too keen on working for Sophia.

      “Richard Small did a background check,” Sophia continued, “and then he contacted you.”

      I tried my best not to smirk. Richard might be a successful defense attorney, but I wondered how he’d gotten through high school with such an unfortunate name. He’d probably survived his name the same way I’d survived mine.

      My mother, in an uncharacteristic fit of inspiration, had named me Tiffany. Tiffany Black.

      My name might’ve seemed normal in a regular small town, but here in Vegas, Tiffany was a popular stage name for strippers. Which meant that almost every day of my short twenty-eight-year-old life I’d heard someone, usually a rat-eyed creep with bad breath, coo out a variation of the romantic phrase, “You’ve got a stripper name, do you really like poles?”

      Having a stripper name meant that I went out of my way not to look like a stripper. That involved having unruly, untamable brown hair; carrying a layer of cushioning fat around my waistline; and wearing more clothes than all the girls in Vegas combined.

      I said, “No one else will take the job, will they?”

      Sophia glanced away and I leaned back triumphantly. Of course she wouldn’t voluntarily want to employ a no-name, not-quite-accredited PI like myself if she had better options. She’d hired one of the best defense attorneys in the state, and she could afford any PI—if they’d just agree to work for her.

      “It’s really simple work—” she began, but I interrupted her.

      “No, it’s not, and you know it. No one messes with the casino owners.”

      “I am a casino owner,” she said. “At least I will be, if you can help me get off on these charges. Then you’ll have an easy time getting jobs.”

      “If. And that’s a big if.”

      We looked at each other silently. Jobs here were dependent on the casinos, and nobody wanted to get on the wrong side of the powerful few who controlled an entire state’s economy.

      “Please, Tiff.” Sophia looked at me with sad eyes. “I need you to help me out. I’m in a terrible place, and if you won’t help, I don’t know what to do.”

      Her eyes brimmed with tears and I looked away. Crap. I felt like I was kicking a puppy. Despite whatever she’d done when we were younger, the woman was living a nightmare now, and I wouldn’t wish that on anyone.

      I glanced at my watch and stood up quickly. “I should go. I’m late.”

      Sophia sniffed. “Please, tell me you’ll consider this?”

      I looked at her carefully. She’d always been an expert manipulator and I hated the thought of being pushed into doing something I didn’t want to do. But her face was pinched, and I could almost smell the doom surrounding her.

      “I’ll think about it,” I said. “It could be a great opportunity for someone.” To shoot themselves in the foot.

      Sophia nodded, and showed me out silently.
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      Vegas drivers are the worst in the world. Not me, of course. But everyone else.

      As I drove east along the Las Vegas Beltway, I had to stifle my urge to make rude hand gestures and lean on the horn. I hadn’t been lying about being late, and I was grateful Sophia hadn’t asked what I was late for. She probably already knew.

      I stopped at my apartment, a tiny one-bedroom place I’d managed to buy right after the market crashed, and changed. I could drive to work, but the best thing about my place is that it’s only a short walk to work.

      The Strip is a nightmare to drive down at night—all it takes is one mesmerized tourist staring at the lights to cause a pileup. The late-evening breeze made it cool enough to walk, even in the middle of the scorching summer, and I told myself I was getting some much-needed exercise.

      As soon as I entered the casino pit, the loudness hit me: all the colors, noises and lights that epitomized Sin City. Walking into the madness felt like meeting an old friend—a boisterous old friend who annoys you at first, but grows on you.

      I tapped out the day-shift dealer, clapped my hands to show that they were empty, and smiled around the table. “Are you guys having a good time?”

      I genuinely cared about how the men felt. My tips depended upon it. Two of them smiled in a vague, noncommittal way, but one took my question seriously.

      “Stupid blackjack,” he said. “The other dealer was ripping me off. I hope you’re here to improve my bloody luck.”

      He looked at me suspiciously, as though I might have a secret nefarious motive for being there. I smiled and motioned to the waitress. “Looks like you need a refill on that drink.”

      He grunted distrustfully and I started dealing. I knew the man well. He was one of the regulars at any table, Mr. Here For The Money. His real name varied but he was always the same person—rude, surly and generous with the F-bombs. Inevitably he always lost and it was always the ‘effing casino’s fault,’ which meant ‘no tip for the stupid dealer.’

      At least none of my other regulars were there: Mr. Body Odor, Mr. Perving On Every Woman Around, and Mr. Cigar Man.

      I focused on the cards and pretty soon Mr. Here For The Money busted out, threw a hissy fit, and left the table to do God knows what. His place was quickly taken by three frat boys, who all thought they were giving Don Juan a run for his money: “Whatchya doing after work?”, “You wanna show us around Vegas?” (wink wink) and of course, “Met a stripper named Tiffany yesterday, that wasn’t you in a wig, was it?”

      I tell myself every day that I don’t hate my job. It doesn’t pay as much as stripping or being a cocktail waitress, but I get to wear more clothes, don’t get perved on as much, and never get groped. But there’s a reason I’m trying to leave the madness of the casino pit to become a private investigator, and it was a relief when I got a tap on my shoulder, indicating that it was time for my break.

      I headed into the break room and checked my voicemail. There was a strange message from my grandmother, and I told myself I’d call her back tomorrow. I was expecting Sophia to have left me a message reminding me to think about things, but she was clearly giving me some space.

      I felt like I was being chicken, that if I were braver I would just jump straight into the work. But that would be foolhardy—no other PI would touch the case for a reason: clearly there was no chance of wrapping it up successfully. A failed high-profile case would be damaging for any established PI’s reputation and fatal for any newbie’s career.

      I didn’t like Sophia much but she was convincing in her declarations of innocence. Part of the reason I’d chosen to try to be a PI was so I could help people, and Sophia was desperately in need of help. Plus, I knew she’d be willing to pay me an exorbitant amount of money to do the investigating.

      All through the night I watched people wager on games biased in the house’s favor. And yet, players frequently walked away with much more than they lost. The Vegas adage, “You gotta play to win,” was true.

      By the time my shift ended, I’d managed to convince myself that I needed to take on Sophia’s case. It was a gamble that had the potential to pay off well, so I sent Sophia a quick text.

      If I had known at that time I would be risking my life for the case, I would have talked myself out of taking it. In retrospect, I wonder why I didn’t realize that a person who had already committed one murder would stop at nothing to prevent further evidence from being unearthed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning I found myself back at Sophia’s mansion. She looked pleased to see me; there was a hopefulness in her eyes that was heartbreaking and made me want to drop the case just so I wouldn’t have to disappoint her.

      But I didn’t. Instead, I handed her a standard retainer agreement and watched her initial it and sign on the dotted line. As soon as she’d finished with the contract, Sophia brought out some tea for herself and some chocolate cupcakes for me. For a few long minutes, all I could think about was how chocolate cupcakes make life so much better.

      I paused my cupcake demolishing long enough to say, “What do I need to know? Who do I talk to?”

      Sophia sipped her tea gracefully. “Neil Durant. My brother-in-law. He was the chief suspect before they found that gun; he’s probably the one who killed Ethan.”

      I recalled what I’d learned in my pre-meeting online research. Ethan Becker had been driving home on a Saturday night at around one a.m. and had pulled over to the side of the road. At that hour, on a deserted suburban street, nobody was around. Someone had shot him and the crime was only discovered by an early-morning jogger at five a.m.

      “Whaffuzzushayet?” I asked.

      Sophia gave me a funny look and I swallowed quickly. “What makes you say that?”

      “Night of the murder, Ethan and Neil went to dinner at a restaurant near the Strip. Neil lives nearby and he would’ve taken the same route home. But even though he and Ethan left at the same time, Neil got home two hours later and has no alibi for those two hours. He says he took a winding road home—yeah, right!”

      I stopped my feral gobbling for a moment. “So what you’re saying is, Neil should’ve discovered the car and called the police?”

      “Doesn’t that make sense? He claims he took a roundabout byroad, but why would you do that when you’re going home, tired after a dinner?”

      “That’s a little suspicious, but it’s not really proof.”

      “His wife, Thelma—Ethan’s sister—claims Neil got home at three and they spent the rest of the night together.”

      “But why would he kill Ethan? Did they have a problem or something?”

      Sophia looked at the floor. For the first time, I noticed the sadness in her eyes. “I’m not sure, but I know they argued a lot. A few days before the murder, they had a big fight about something. Ethan wasn’t happy with some of Neil’s ideas for the casino. I mean, it’s not like Neil had any casino background or anything—he used to be an underwear model.”

      “You didn’t do any work for the casino?”

      “I didn’t bother. Ethan, his sister Thelma, and Neil were all board members, but not me. People already thought I was a gold digger.”

      “But weren’t you?”

      Sophia laughed, refusing to take offense. I’d only asked her what most people thought but never said aloud. “I was a stripper,” she said, “and Ethan Becker asked me to marry him. How could I not say yes?”

      I loved the way her mouth formed words but didn’t really answer the question. “Did Ethan leave you much in the will?”

      “It’s split between me and his son, Leo. Of course, Thelma is going after me with a civil case. And if I lose that, Leo and Thelma divvy up my share.”

      “Who owns the casino?”

      “After their dad passed away, Thelma got forty percent of the casino shares and Ethan got fifty-five percent. The other five percent are owned by family friends and early investors. At this stage, Leo gets half of his dad’s casino shares and some cash. I get the other half of Ethan’s shares, and some other assets. If Thelma wins her case, Leo probably gets the casino shares I have, and Thelma gets the other assets Ethan left me.”

      “Thelma and Ethan—were they close?”

      “I guess, in a way.” Sophia shrugged. “She wasn’t too fond of me, which I understand, but it still hurt and I was hoping we’d become friends. But now, none of the family will talk to me.”

      “And Leo? He’s got motive, with all that inheritance money.”

      “Maybe my judgment’s been compromised, but I don’t think Leo could do that to his dad. I just can’t see him…” She shook her head. “Anyway, he has an excellent alibi. Night of the murder, he was partying till dawn with fifty of his friends.”

      “How old is Leo?”

      “Twenty-one. He’s a student at UNLV. Here.” She handed me a piece of paper. “It’s a list of names, relationships and contact details for everyone you should talk to.”

      I ran my eyes down the list. Thelma Durant, sister. Neil Durant, brother-in-law. Leo Becker, son. I paused. “Vanessa Conigliani, ex-wife?”

      “Ethan’s first wife. They split ten years ago. Leo’s mom.”

      I nodded. “Is there anyone else I should talk to, other than family? Who else is on the casino board? This might be related to Ethan’s work.”

      Sophia looked up a contact on her phone and wrote down a name. Steven Macarthur, manager. “He’s on the board,” she said, “but he was on the casino floor the entire night, watching a group of blackjack players. He’s recorded on camera for literally every second of that night. And besides, he and Ethan got along really well. Ethan adored him, thought he could do no wrong.”

      “Four people on the board?”

      “The fifth was Laura Schumaker, but she’s the corporate lawyer and isn’t involved in the business.”

      “Anything else I should know?”

      Sophia shook her head. “Not that I can think of. But I should tell you, Neil never liked me and we never got along. He was always saying unkind things about me behind my back, and I’ve always thought he’s one of those good-looking bullshitters that’s faking their way into places.”

      It takes one to know one. I finished my cupcake slowly, savoring the rich chocolaty goodness, and wondered if Sophia was judging Neil too harshly through the lens of her own prejudice. I was sure his arriving home late on the night of the murder was just a coincidence, and I wondered where else I could begin my investigation.
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      By the time I left Sophia’s house, I’d decided to talk to Neil another day. I was going to talk to Leo Becker first. Motivewise, he had the most to gain, and people had committed crimes for far less than the millions of dollars Ethan had left his son. Leo did have a great alibi, but still…

      I glanced at the address Sophia had given me and headed west.

      

      Click here to continue reading…
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