

[image: Cover]



Table of Contents


Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Other Books by Erin Unger

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

35

36

37

38

39

40

41

42

43

44

45

46

47

48

49

50

51

Thank you

You Can Help!

God Can Help!

Free Book Offer




Fateful Fall

 

 

Erin Unger

 

 




This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales, is entirely coincidental.

 

Fateful Fall

COPYRIGHT 2019 by Erin Unger

 

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission of the author or Pelican Ventures, LLC except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.

 

eBook editions are licensed for your personal enjoyment only. eBooks may not be re-sold, copied or given to other people. If you would like to share an eBook edition, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with.

 

Contact Information: titleadmin@pelicanbookgroup.com

 

Scripture quotations, unless otherwise indicated are taken from the King James translation, public domain.

 

Cover Art by Nicola Martinez

 

White Rose Publishing, a division of Pelican Ventures, LLC

www.pelicanbookgroup.com PO Box 1738 *Aztec, NM * 87410

 

White Rose Publishing Circle and Rosebud logo is a trademark of Pelican Ventures, LLC

 

Publishing History

Hope Springs, 2016

First White Rose Edition, 2019

Paperback Edition ISBN 978-1-5223-0236-0

Electronic Edition ISBN 978-1-5223-0235-3

Published in the United States of America




Dedication

 

To Heather Gray, the most amazing writing friend in the world, who has guided and encouraged me on this long journey to publication.

Psalms 27:13 I would have lost heart, unless I had believed that I would see the goodness of the Lord in the land of the living.


Books by Erin Unger

 

Practicing Murder

Fateful Fall

Summer Flash Burn



 

 

 

 

 

 


1

 

Ava

 

Worthington Detective Agency might die before it really had a chance to breathe if I got trampled by deer or eaten by a bear out in the middle of nowhere on my first real murder case. By nowhere, I mean deep country—mountains straight ahead. They touched the rolling hills where I stood. Why had I ever let one of my best friends and business partners take charge of this trip?

My stomach soured as the dream of working our first big case in a comfy lodge also crumbled. At least I could appreciate the fluttering orange foliage of the Virginia Blue Ridge Mountains in contrast to the purple of the dying sky above.

Once the awe of the awful moment dissipated, I found my voice but clenched my teeth in an effort to control my tone. “What. Is. That?”

Shauna strutted in front of me and my other business partner, Jillian Rory. She tossed her glossy black hair over her shoulder as her brown eyes twinkled. “It’s a yurt, you know? A round tent. Semi-permanent. Bigger than a hotel room. See, I thought we’d be able to stay under cover better out here.”

The yurt’s ripped screen door hung ajar. The corner of my eye started to twitch. “So you changed our accommodations to this?”

Jillian touched my arm with light fingers. “Umm, she might be right. This is a little secluded. Might make things easier.”

How was I supposed to relax when not working the case? I’d been dreaming of my own suite since we’d gotten the job.

I never was good at keeping my opinions to myself. “I can’t imagine this thing has indoor plumbing,” my words torpedoed out. “And the walls look awfully thin. How do you propose keeping wildlife out of it?” Shauna expected me to walk across the mountain to use the restroom, where wild animals could snack on me? In the middle of the night? I didn’t manage to stop a groan. “How far away is the bathhouse?”

Shauna ducked her head. “Umm, it’s over that hill but…there’s an outhouse real close.” Her last words rushed out. “I get first dibs.” She headed past me and winked. “But we could share if it’s a two-seater like my grandmas.”

“A what? Are you kidding me? Eww.”

She lifted her hands. “Just joking.”

Shauna’s military background made her less shy than most women, but still. That was way gross—no matter how bad I had to go. I spun in a circle and squinted into the distance. No building in sight. No real bathroom. Ugh. The outhouse it was.

As I sprinted up to her, my boots crunched on the withering yellow and orange leaves covering most of the ground. A long ride coupled with a ginormous sweet tea was doing its work on my bladder. “Not if I get there first.”

I scanned the rising hill then jogged past Shauna. Except for the thought of sleeping in the wild, it was perfect up here, cool breezes and all. But perfect wouldn’t fix my problems. Not now. Not after… No use rehashing the past.

Shauna used to be a runner in high school. My chances of doing the potty dance while I waited for her to finish were highly in my favor.

A low growl rumbled nearby. Wincing, I stopped in my tracks as my heart rate jumped to ninety miles an hour. Oh, it couldn’t be. Not my worst fear. “Did you hear that?”

Jillian and Shauna took a step back.

Shauna yelped. “Yeah. Bear?”

Hands tingling, I skipped back a few steps. Maybe the damaged yurt door wasn’t simply poor maintenance. The SUV seemed miles away, too far to jump into fast enough.

A high-pitched snarl emanated from the yurt. Yep, the bear was in my temporary home probably eating my bed right now. Racing back, heart pounding, I grabbed Jillian’s arm and whispered, “Come on, you two.”

“Let me get a look. It might not be as bad as you think.” Shauna switched directions and headed to the yurt door.

Curse her for being so outdoorsy and fearless. “Let’s get out of here.” In retreat, I pulled Jillian along. “Please, God, let us get back to the SUV before that animal comes out of the tent thingy.”

The yurt shifted, and something wooden splintered inside. I couldn’t hold in the girly scream as it blew past my lips. I broke into a full run, Jillian at my side. “Shauna, run. Jillian, take out the keys. Unlock. Unlock. Now.”

We hurtled against the trunk door of the SUV.

The door locks were still down.

“Jillian, hit unlock,” I screeched.

The growls no longer sounded muffled. They seemed to ricochet off the mountains.

Another unauthorized squeal broke free from me before the door handle yielded in my white-knuckled grip. I threw myself into the backseat.

Jillian landed against my thigh. “Move. I can’t close the door.”

Shauna smacked into the front passenger door but then managed to climb in and slam it. She turned in her seat and weaved like a cobra as she tried to see past me and Jillian to the back window. “That bear isn’t as big as I imagined.”

Even if her voice hadn’t been trembling, she couldn’t have sold that idea. I grabbed my thundering chest. “Someone better be driving this thing out of here, like now. Who cares if it’s the smallest bear in these mountains?”

“Shauna’s not touching my baby.” Jillian pushed herself out of the backseat and braced her feet, one in front and one behind the middle console. Her hands shook as her knobby elbows caught the two front seats and she propelled her thin body into the driver seat. Fire-red-dyed hair clung to her face as she swiped at it with minimal success.

I swung around and watched as the bear loped out the door. “He’s leaving?” Yeah, it came out more as a question. “Wait.”

The bear turned in our direction and parked itself on the dirt path in front of us. Dirt clung to the locks of its shaggy black coat. It roared and swatted at a piece of material and some feathers wrapped over one shoulder. Was that what was left of a down comforter?

I held in a shudder as the SUV engine turned over. Jillian jettisoned down the drive. “I don’t know where I’m going. GPS lost signal.”

Shauna ran her hands through her hair. “Yeah, and we have no phone service out here either. But I studied the map of this place. Stay on this road. The lodge should be on the left, past the river, where the main reception area is.”

I looked over my shoulder. No bear following.

No way was I going back. I squeezed my eyes closed. “You better hope Mr. Connell has our original rooms available, Shauna. You know they’re pretty much booked this whole week. If we’d gone to check in first, maybe we wouldn’t have been face to face with a killer.”

Shauna frowned. “Well, I thought it’d be nice to see our accommodations before we got immersed in the case, so shoot me.”

Don’t tempt me. “Right.”

“Well, why’d you pick the festival weekend to investigate?”

“I. Need. The. Money. You know that.” I worked the tightness out of my jaw. Arguing wasn’t fixing anything. Right now, I needed to focus on the case and prepare myself for our initial visit with Mr. Connell, father of the murder victim.

“Sorry.” Shauna pulled down the visor and stared at me through the built-in mini mirror. “I didn’t think. It was…well, you know I like roughing it.” She averted her eyes a moment. “But if you hadn’t quit—”

I put up my hand. “Let’s not talk about it now.”

As the silence stretched between us, Jillian glanced back at me in the rearview mirror but said nothing. She had to be thinking about the monumental mess I’d made with my father last week, but I just wanted to forget about it and work my case.

I looked out the driver side window. The trees opened to a wide field that angled up the mountain. A few lampposts illuminated a rocky river and swinging footbridge that swayed in the wind. A timbered lodge sat stark and beautiful against the steep incline. Now that was my idea of a good vacation. Shauna was more than welcome to stay out in the wild if she wanted.

After Jillian parked, I jumped out and pushed the door closed a little too hard. A quick peek at Jillian’s flying hands said it all. “Sorry. I’ll go let them know about the bear.”

I didn’t wait for Shauna. At the front desk, I fought the urge to drum my fingers on the hardwood desktop as the reception guy turned away to finish a conversation on the phone—one I was sure involved some hot college girl and not a customer needing fresh linens.

Shauna was only doing what she thought was best. I better lay off her.

When he set down the phone and faced me, his expression shifted from a smirking smile to straight-faced business. What a professional look he wore for such a young guy, all pressed and perfect in his polo and khaki pants. “Hello. Welcome to Stone Ridge Lodge and Farms.”

“Hello, we,” I pulled back. “—umm, we just had a bear attack—”

“What?” He almost came over the counter, dislocating the hard-center folds of his pants. “How bad?”

I stopped short. “What I mean is…there was a bear in our yurt. He tore it up. We’re fine. But what’s a bear doing out here?” Dumb question. They were in the Blue Ridge Mountains in the middle of the fall. “I mean, how safe can it be with those things roaming everywhere?”

Reception guy blew out his cheeks. “You can expect that this time of year. See this poster here? It says danger, bears—”

“Right.” Sarcasm. Now I felt better. Not.

He continued, with an accusatory tone, “Well, bears don’t usually tear things up unless someone leaves out food.”

I sucked in a stream of air through my nostrils. The rich odor of burning logs tickled my nose. “We stopped to see our lodgings before check-in. We didn’t have any food out, I can assure you.”

He looked past my shoulder and straightened, his voice becoming as sweet as the tea I’d sucked down all afternoon. “Of course, ma’am.”

A thick, baritone voice slid over me like sweet molasses. “Is there a problem, Parker?”

“Apparently,” he couldn’t have raised his nose any higher, “there’s a bear in the yurt on lot…?”

It took a second to realize he was waiting for me to answer. I turned and stared at the man striding toward us but managed to throw an answer over my shoulder, even though my guts were suddenly flip-flopping at the sight of him. “Oh, thirty-seven.”

Short chestnut hair. Deep brown eyes. White cowboy hat. Yep, I had the perfect view, and it didn’t involve the peak of the outside fall foliage.

I shook myself. Work—and nothing else—was happening here. But yikes. If anyone had lost a cowboy off the cover of their romance novel, they could find him here.
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Cory

 

Whew-hoo. Where did this woman come from? Even with her flannel shirt and knee-high boots, no one would mistake her for a country girl. But I wasn’t a country boy, myself. Even if I looked the part. All I wanted was to blend in. But her…she stuck out like a lock of hair after a windstorm. I couldn’t help but stare at her unembellished beauty. I tried to hold in a snicker and a spark of interest. Little tendrils of brown hair, which had escaped her ponytail, crimped around her face. Teal flecks enriched her hazel eyes. The ones slanted in annoyance.

I left my hidden smile in the dust. There wasn’t time for one more customer situation, but the mention of a bear had my heartburn in full flare-up mode. “Did you say bear attack? Nobody’s hurt?”

“No, nothing like that. We stopped to see our lodgings, and there was a bear inside. I think it broke the tent—yurt.”

Well, she shouldn’t look so relieved. I stepped back and appraised her once more. That yurt had cost a small fortune to set up and furnish. My boss wasn’t going to like this bad news. “And you are…?”

“Ava Worthington.”

The woman here to investigate—but she’d better stay out of my secrets. They were fine right where they were. I extended a hand, imagining how her fingers would feel wrapped in mine. “Nice to meet you. I’m Cory Mortel, general manager of the farm.”

I was wrong. No soft fingers met mine. Instead, callouses and a firm grip made me want to reassess every label I had planted on her in my mind. I was impressed. “Make yourself comfortable.” I motioned toward the cozy couches and chairs in the ample foyer. “I need to check it out first then we can go from there.”

She introduced me to her two partners, but I had a hard time concentrating for some reason.

I stretched a hand toward the dark-haired chick. Her camo shirt and pants spoke volumes. Hunter? Military?

“Shauna Pratley of—ow.”

Ava had elbowed her in the ribs. They were supposed to keep quiet about the investigation. But they didn’t know this place. Quiet was almost impossible. And once they started talking to the factory workers, the whole countryside would be on full alert.

The redhead didn’t take my offered hand but held back behind Ava and gave a slight wave. “Jillian Rory.” Ava crossed her arms. “Take a gun with you. I wish I’d had mine handy.”

Surveying her with the least amount of obviousness, I didn’t manage to stop my roving eyes from checking for any place she could possibly carry a concealed weapon. Not that I needed to. Her jeans weren’t capable of holding anything but a little phone.

Her chin lifted and eyes squinted. “Need something?”

I stammered, “Uh…I’ll be right back.”

What had gotten into me? I wasn’t here to check out women. I was here to stay as far away from them as I could.

On my way to Old Holler, my truck, I squeezed my hands into fists and fought the urge to kick a rock. She’d picked up on my attempt to check her out. But I wasn’t. Not really. Just wanted to see her gun—if she had one. It was embarrassing to be caught.

I refocused on all the other problems threatening to bury me. First a busted pipe in one of the cottages, then the horses decided to break out of their fencing and go for a joy ride through the northern field. Once they were all corralled, Josh called in with an injured hunter. Good thing the guy didn’t need stitches. And now this. The bear was long gone by now for sure, but I needed to survey the damage and see if Ava and her party were going to need new sleeping arrangements.

I floored the truck out of the employee parking lot and sped around the mountain. Old Holler threatened to give up the ghost, but I rubbed the dashboard with my right hand. “If you wouldn’t creak and moan like an old lady, I wouldn’t have given you such a name. You aren’t dying on me yet, so quit trying.”

One minute of inspection was enough to condemn the torn up, broken-jointed building. This bear had it out for the yurt. And at the worst possible time. The new down comforter lay in a shredded mess, feathers all over the place. The wheeled snack bar lay on its side, chip and cracker packets torn to pieces.

I ran a hand across the back of my neck. Was there enough room at the lodge for Ava and her partners? I pulled out my radio and called on the boss’s channel. “Mr. Connell, a bear did a number on the yurt on lot thirty-seven. Do we have room at the lodge for the private investigators?”

The line crackled. “Are you kidding me?”

“No, sir.”

“Check with Fran.” Exasperation echoed in his voice, “There should be three rooms available, but I’m not sure if they were filled today.”

“Copy. What do you want me to do about the yurt?”

Mr. Connell sighed. “Make sure there’s no open food to draw that beast back. We’ll have to worry about cleanup after the festival, though. I need you doing other things right now.”

“Copy.”

“Send the investigative team my way once you get them situated.”

“Will do.” I hooked the radio onto my jeans pocket and adjusted my hat.

After a quick sweep-up of all the crumbs I found and a thorough pick-up of food wrapper debris, I returned to the lodge.

I paused for a moment outside, surveying the lit lobby through the large picture windows. Ava sat rod-straight on one of the couches around the massive stone fireplace. The two other women were chatting back and forth beside her, but she didn’t seem to be listening to their conversation.

Troubled. That’s what I’d call the look she cast at the fire. Was it more than the bear situation? She pinched her mouth together and ran her hand over her lips.

One of the other women, Ms. Rory, I think, watched Ava as the third one talked.

I grasped the brass door handle, took a quick breath of leafy musk, and hurried to them.

Ava slid her eyes to mine with a quick flash of interest. But I couldn’t afford for her to notice me. Not now. Even if she was already on my radar too. “The Bear is gone, but the yurt is out of commission. I’m going to get with our manager and arrange some new rooms for you all. You’re more than welcome to have dinner on the house in our restaurant while you wait.”

All three women raised their brows as they eyed each other.

Ava turned back to me. “How long do you think it’ll be? We need to—get set up.”

“I’m aware of your position here.” I took my hat off and toyed with the curve in the top. A nervous bad habit.

They were off the couch in a heartbeat.

Ava lowered her voice. “Keep it tight, mister. No one is to know our position here.”

I balked. Tough woman. But I knew my place. She didn’t need to put me in it. My tone threatened to bite back at her. “I’m aware of that. Take the elevators at the end of that short hall.”

As they retreated down the hall, I took a second to calm the maelstrom in my gut.

Now to deal with the office manager.

My eyes didn’t cooperate when I tried to turn from the women and head to the office. Or, should I say, my brain. It was going woman-crazy—a place I’d promised never to go again. All because of Ava’s hazel eyes.
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Ava

 

Cowboy Cory looked like he wished he’d had a third eye on the back of his head to stare at me a little longer. But I wasn’t any better. I hadn’t stopped thinking about him since he left. That wasn’t a good thing when it came to this investigation. I needed full absorption into this case. How was I going to get in the zone if he kept my attentions astray with his tilted cowboy hat and a flirty smirk to match it?

My stomach gurgled as I tried to avoid the yummy platters passing our table on the way to others. When Shauna said she wanted to be in charge, I should have picked up on the fact that it meant we’d be doing a lot of campfire cooking. And who was I to dampen her spirits now? I’d already taken my frustrations out on her way too much. Better to let her have a little fun and do the cooking outside.

Setting my glass down, I pressed my lips together and tried to look any place but at Cory, who walked across the high-gloss hardwood floor of the Stone Ridge Restaurant where we were only to have tea.

Shauna snorted. “Nice try, Ava.”

“What?” If I even dared look in her direction, Shauna would know the thoughts I was trying to keep at bay.

Jillian wiped her mouth and set her paper napkin on the table. Her hunched back and folded arms helped her fade a little more into the dim lighting. Just the way she liked it.

A half-smile lurked on my lips as I watched my dear friend.

Cory leaned on the table. I forced my eyes to move up his wool shirt to his dark five o’clock shadow. I managed to pass his full bottom lip but stopped at his cheekbones.

“No dinner?”

Shauna sat forward and grabbed her own glass of tea. “No. We’re going to grill over a fire a little later, after we talk to the boss.”

I nodded and hoped I could wait that long to eat, but the gremlins in my stomach were making their hunger known. “Can’t wait.” Time to get to business. I trained my eyes forward. “Were you able to find a new room for us? I can imagine the imposition this is causing everyone.”

Shauna smacked my arm.

“We had a family reunion cancel their reservations, so you’re in luck. There’re three rooms in a row on the first floor.”

Luck? There was no such thing as luck. God had His fingers in everything, and I was more than glad to offer Him praise for saving me from the wild. “Oh, we don’t mind sharing. That’ll give you more rooms for other guests.”

Cory hooked his thumb in his belt loop. “The boss insists.”

Yay. I didn’t bother to hide a beaming smile.

Jillian pushed her chair away from the table and stood. “I have research to work on.”

“Let me help you with your things.” He handed a key to each of us. As we passed the lobby, he snagged a hotel luggage cart and followed us to the SUV.

I stood back as Cory insisted on picking up the heaviest items and arranging them in neat layers. “We can handle this—really.”

“I’m sure you can.”

I moved close to him as he turned to set down a computer bag. He faltered and reset his balance, widening his stance. I didn’t back down. When I’d worked at my father’s home repair business, I’d never let the guys baby me, and I wasn’t going to let him either. “I’ve carried table saws, even work benches, twice the weight of the heaviest suitcase here.”

“Good for you.” He continued moving things.

I was close enough to punch him. I blinked. Where’d that thought come from? Would it kill me to accept his help? Well…I pulled the last bag away before he grabbed it. He narrowed his eyes but kept his mouth shut.

Muscles rippling against his rolled-up sleeves, Cory guided the cart to the entrance. I looked through the window to check the backseat. A couple of empty candy wrappers littered the corner. Jillian wouldn’t like it if we left them there.

Shauna stood back and dusted her hands. “Anything else?”

“Wait.” I did my best to reach over the seat and not put my derriere in too much view. Cowboy didn’t need a second look. Scooping up the trash, I got out as fast as I could and deposited it in a trashcan by the front door. “Let’s not keep the cowboy waiting.”



 

 

 

 

 


4

 

Cory

 

These women were getting under my skin in more ways than one. I gritted my teeth.

“I’m not a cowboy,” I called over my shoulder. Well, the persona fit, but still. “If you’ll follow me.”

Ava fell into step beside me, glancing at my hat and scrunching her lips to the side. So, she didn’t believe me. And why was I saying I wasn’t a cowboy when that’s exactly what I wanted everyone to see?

Jillian grasped her computer bag between clenched hands.

Holding the lobby door open, Ava waited for me to enter. “Once we’ve met with the client, I need a tour of the farm.”

I scratched my ear. Should I dress down the woman or acquiesce to her demand? I had a bunch of other things to do that did not include showing her around. I looked up to the heavens. Please let the boss get one of the other guys to do it.

But what could it hurt to take her for a tour? I drew up short as a child ran in front of the luggage cart. I pressed on once the little girl was a safe distance away.

Ava had been all business from the moment we met. And her strong-arm tactics proved she wasn’t interested in giving me a second glance. Even if she tried, I’d kept things to myself for so long, she wasn’t going to shake me any easier than anyone else had. Should I humor her? I could ask another farmhand to pitch in with the horses. Knowing Mr. Connell, I’d be the only person he’d trust to show these women the farm. “I have to clear it with the boss, but maybe I can spare a half hour after your meeting with Mr. Connell.”

Ava took a step back as the child circled her and giggled. With a small wave, she grinned at the tow-headed girl. Aspiring mom? Whoa—like that mattered. I locked my eyes straight ahead.

My radio screeched. I held a hand up to the three women and took a few steps away.

“Cory, send Rob out to take care of the horses.” John Connell’s voice echoed through the static. So, I got the short straw as predicted. If Rob was taking over my horse duties, I was not getting out of playing tour guide and water boy. Please, let it not be for the whole week.

I eyed Ava then turned my back on her and lowered the volume on my radio. “Are you sure? I don’t mind handling the horses if you want someone else to stick with the ladies.”

“We don’t want to keep you from your work,” Ava piped in.

Eavesdropper. Must come with the territory. I stepped away further and glowered. I didn’t want to be her guide, but why didn’t she want me to do it?

“I trust you best with them,” Mr. Connell spoke again.

Code for he knew I would keep my mouth shut.

I turned in time to see Ava move closer but waved her away and pulled off my hat. “Copy, sir. I’ll let Rob know.”

I tucked away the radio and put the hat back on. It was going to be difficult enough to keep to myself with thousands of people traipsing through the farm for the festival over the next week. How was I going to manage it with a murder investigation added to the mayhem?
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Ava

 

The last time someone shooed me away, I was a little kid. I rested my hands on my hips and gritted my teeth. What was with this guy? When he turned back to me, I pressed a smile on my lips and ignored him.

The cute little girl did another spin before running to a woman with matching golden locks. I applauded her before strolling back to my partners, who’d fallen in line behind Cory.

A glance at Jillian told me how badly she needed to get to her room and have solitude for a good three hours, minimum. Too bad we had one more stop to make before that would be possible. My friend’s eyes darted from side to side like a wild mouse in a cage. I counted the number of deep breaths she took. It was almost a miracle we’d gotten her to leave the house to begin with.

Cory stopped the cart and held out his hand to me. “Key card.”

“I’ve got it.” I pulled it out of my pocket, thrust the card over the entry box on the natural pine-colored door, and waited for the lights to turn green.

His shoulders stiffened as I tried to hold the door open for him to move the cart into the room.

Jillian and Shauna pulled out their own cards and headed down the hall. Shauna waved. “See you in a minute.”

With my partners gone, I wrapped my arms around my body. I was alone. In the room with Cory. I cleared my throat.

He didn’t seem to notice my discomfort—or didn’t care. “Which ones of these are yours?”

I moved back to the door and pulled it open, propping it against my foot. “That red one with the puppies all over it and the white laundry basket.”

He finagled the red suitcase free and rearranged the other bags so they wouldn’t fall.

I pulled the door back as far as I could to allow him to pass. “Thanks.”

As he began to head out the door, he stopped mere inches from me in the narrow hallway. Talk about uncomfortable. He stood so close I could smell his delicious leather and horse scent. “I’ll take you up to the manor if you’re ready.”

Think. Think. A shaky breath later, I thought about what he said. Oh. I needed a few minutes to check my hair and clean up. “Maybe in fifteen minutes?”

He scowled.

What now? “OK, ten.”

Cory gave a curt nod and disappeared into the next room.

He didn’t think I was trying to control his time, did he? Now, why would I do that?

I had a long night ahead if he acted like this already.

I pushed away the train of thoughts. Get ready. Do the work. Forget about him—or at least try.

At the full-length mirror, I threw my hands to my cheeks. No wonder he’d laughed when we first met. Lots of frizzies haloed my face and I had a shoe print on my lower thigh. From Jillian when we’d scrambled into the SUV. What in the world? Why hadn’t my buddies let me know I looked like a freak out of a zombie movie? Grr.

I rushed to grab my toiletry bag. It was going to take lots of hairspray tonight. Must be the windy mountain atmosphere.

After wiping down my leg, I hung up the damp cloth and hurried to the hall.

I hadn’t even scanned the room for amenities or anything. Oh well, later I’d check it out. Anything was better than the yurt.

Twenty minutes later, we followed Cory’s truck as he turned onto the main road. Ha. How was that for Cory’s time schedule? And it wasn’t me but Shauna who’d made us late.

I scanned the darkened countryside around the tiny road that was barely two lanes wide. Lights danced here and there on the mountainside.

When a semi barreled past us, I flinched. I could’ve touched it without even extending my arm out the window too far. Soon Cory’s beat-up truck turned right. We passed animal pens and a large, red and black barn that needed a new coat of paint. The fencing gave way to gnarled hedges.

I wasn’t disappointed when we parked in front of an antebellum house. It had to have seen the Civil War.

Jillian remained seat-belted, her cell phone already in her hand. “I’ll wait for you out here. Bet I can find out some interesting things about this old farm while you’re in there.”

I nodded, gaze trained on the wide double-deck porches along three sides of the house. “I’ll take pics of anything interesting. Come on, Shauna.”

My fingers grazed the old brick as we stood at the door and waited to be ushered in. I wouldn’t mind lounging with a good book on one of the many white rocking chairs. And the fans hanging from the porch ceiling at just the right intervals must have made a hot summer evening bearable.

Light fell across my face as the door opened. I looked up at a woman who must be a good four inches taller than me. Her fine, gray hair curled in an almost twenties-style bob. Her sharp gaze took us all in and spit us back out. Was she going to slam the door in our faces?

Cory held his ground. “Ma’am…umm, Mrs. Connell, we’re here to see Mr. Connell.”

The woman widened her shrew-like eyes. “It’s dinner time. Can’t you come back later?”

I snapped to full attention.

“Ma’am, he requested they see him as soon as they were settled.”

“Well, you stay on the porch.”

Was that a German accent? It was subtle, but definitely there.

I tried to hold a blank stare, but it was hard. What had transpired to make Mrs. Connell so prejudiced against Cory? Was it the same cocky attitude that had me on edge?

Shauna touched my arm and raised an eyebrow.

I startled. “What?”

My partner swung out her hand. “Go.”

“All right.”

Shauna’s tone had an edge to it. Was she still mad about earlier?

A chill ran up my arms as we entered the expansive foyer. Was I walking into a home or a cold mausoleum?
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Between the void of darkness beyond the entryway and the musty stench of old furniture, I wished I’d stayed on the porch with Cory instead of following Mrs. Connell into the bowels of the ancient house. With the darkness touching us, we had no choice but to stay very close behind her until the light from some back room began to show across the almost black-stained, wood floor.

We passed a stairwell encompassing a large portion of the front of the house. The stairs twisted around and around like a snake until they ended on the third floor. I could only tell this because there was a window throwing beams of moonlight across them.

Mrs. Connell deposited Shauna and I in the parlor and left without a word.

The furniture was a bit ragged. Surprising.

Centered against one wall, a mustard-yellow couch sagged and a doily half-covered a hole in the arm. Should we sit or remain standing? With phone in hand, I snapped a few pictures of the room: framed photos, the bookshelves of antique books, some trophies that ranged from horse shows to fox chases to archery, and gun competitions.

Fried apples with cinnamon wafted our way from somewhere across the hall. I could go for a bowl of warm applesauce and graham crackers right now.

About to snap another shot, movement in the hall caught my attention. I thrust the phone into my purse.

Mr. Connell scuttled in, hands in his pockets. Red circles the size of lunch bags hung under his eyes. The pain of loss had wreaked havoc on his drooped body, which seemed to cave in on itself like an old cartoon character. If I hadn’t known better, I’d have assumed this fifty-five-year-old in front of me was Mrs. Connell’s husband, not her son. His cream-colored dress shirt—ironed to perfection—fit in an office setting, not a large working farm where mud usually caked every crevice.

I crossed the room, hand extended. “Mr. Connell?”

“You can call me John. Thanks for coming.” He gestured over his shoulder. “I’m sure Mother was less than welcoming. I apologize…she’s that way with everyone.”

Now it was my turn to keep Shauna quiet. She wouldn’t mind giving him her lowdown on the rude woman. I started talking fast so she didn’t have a chance to speak. “It’s no problem. We deal with all kinds of people. I’m sure she’s just upset about her grandson.”

He looked from me to Shauna without commenting further on his mother. “I thought there were three of you.”

“Yes, sir. I’m Ava Worthington. This is Shauna Pratley.” I gestured toward my partner. “Our other investigator, Jillian Rory, is already at work on the case. She wanted to get a head start.” I didn’t dare mention her phobia lest he question our capabilities.

Shauna shook his hand. “Sir.”

“Great. I have to say, I was very impressed with the theft case you solved in Etlan. It was all over the news in these parts. That’s what made me choose your company.”

“Well, thank you.” Our hard work over the past year was finally paying off. And about time too.

Shauna side-fisted my shoulder and stood a little straighter. “I did the takedown on that one.”

I held in a laugh. True. But it was on the backbone of mine and Jillian’s research efforts. I pinched my lips together. Back to the case at hand. It never got easier to speak to someone soon after the death of a loved one. “Let me first say how sorry we are for your loss.”

He waved away the comment and looked to the floor. “As we discussed, you can start tonight if you like. Cory’ll be around to assist you if you need any help.”

I opened my mouth then shut it. I was going to be attached to the cowboy? Would he consider giving us a different employee?

He lowered himself onto a brown, corduroy easy chair across from the couch. “Cory knows this place like the back of his hand. I thought it’d be easier for you to get around the farm with him. You see, I’m right in the middle of setting up the festival, and I don’t have time to do it any other way.”

I nodded. Dang it.

He looked at us then back to the floor. “Why don’t you have a seat?”

Shauna and I sank deep into the couch. Dog odor wafted into my nostrils. Yuck. Studying him across the room, I wished the seating was a little closer together to see him up close as we talked. I liked to get a good feel for a person by studying their micro-expressions. It got me pretty far in my profession. “If it’s possible, we’ll try to get cooperation from the sheriff’s department on this.”

Mr. Connell frowned, his long, narrow lips making an almost perfect upside-down U. “Having you here might make the sheriff a tad touchy on the subject.”

“OK. We’ve dealt with that before.”

“And I want to keep it quiet around the guests while you’re here.”

I worked to pull myself into less of a being-swallowed-by-the-couch position. “Right. We’ll do our best.

“Would you tell us about the events surrounding Trey’s death on June twenty-eighth of this year?” It’d been almost four months since the murder. I lowered my head to catch his gaze. “I want to make sure I hear your side of things and get some more facts.”

He wiped his brow and melted into his seat. “Whatever it takes to find his killer.”

I dug in my purse for my tablet to take notes. “Do you mind if Shauna records this?”

“Sure.” His voice was quiet.

Shauna pulled out her phone. “We want to keep an accurate record for our transcripts, that’s all.”

I stilled all the chaos in my head. Trying to remember every detail of correct protocol when I interviewed clients was getting easier, but I still had to work at it. “I need to warn you. Some of our questions are going to be hard to answer, but we want to do the best work we can for you. And some answers we discover are going to be even more difficult to take. We already received a lot of information from you over the phone, so some of this is going to seem redundant too. I apologize in advance.”

The balding man in the threadbare easy chair began to blink away tears. “I understand.”

I softened my tone. “As you told me on the phone the first time we spoke, your son Trey Connell was stabbed to death.”

He gulped in a breath. “Yes. Several times.”

“How many, exactly?”

“Around four to six from what I was told by the sheriff.”

I nodded and typed a note. “We checked in local newspaper articles. Sometimes they leak more information than the police like. They suggested it was more than that.”

He perked up and rubbed his brow. “I…I’m surprised. I thought the sheriff—”

I winced. This job made me come across as an insensitive jerk at times, but I had to press forward. I wished I could do something to comfort him. Like not have to sit across from him and inflict pain with each statement. But I had to do the interview to get more answers. “Trey was found in one of the outhouses on your property, correct?”

“Yes, ma’am. The one behind the yurt on lot thirty-seven.”

I glanced over at Shauna, who pursed her lips and widened her eyes. So that had to be another reason she’d chosen the yurt as our original lodging. I gave her a nod of appreciation. Why hadn’t she mentioned that before, though?

I focused on Mr. Connell again. “Where were you when you got the news about Trey? How did you hear of your son’s…death?”

He mopped his brow. “I was headed home from Charlottesville when the sheriff called. I had purchased supplies for the apple butter we make.”

“You’re a friend of the sheriff’s?”

“Why do you ask?”

“He called you on your cell phone, I assume.”

Mrs. Connell strode into the room with a herd of yipping pugs on her heals. Several of the dogs back-tracked and growled when they saw us. “What sort of questions are those? We live in a small community. Why wouldn’t the sheriff personally know us?” She pointed at the sofa and scowled even more. “You’re on their couch.”

I looked from her to John Connell who rolled his eyes. That’s why the couch was so holey and stinky. The dogs’ ownership was marked all over it.

“Umm, sorry. We’ll move.” Shauna hoisted herself up, and her sudden shift sent me sinking deeper into the couch. My tablet clattered to the ground, and I yelped. Shauna barely managed to step over the electronic device as she pivoted to help me. What a fiasco we must seem. Great.

“Ms. Worthington.” Mrs. Connell mirrored her pets with her hostile glare and wrinkled face.

It took an extra second to right myself and straighten my bunched clothing. Did she think I wanted to look incompetent in front of my biggest client? “Yes, ma’am?”

With a harrumph, the steely-eyed woman gave me a once-over and crossed her arms. “Get your act together, woman.”

I stiffened my spine and refused to let her drawn brows and puckered mouth make me cower like one of her pugs. What did she have against me already? “I’m glad you’re here.” Not really. Something about her reminded me of an old babysitter I used to hide from. “We’d like to include you in this conversation.”

The pugs jumped onto the couch. Some circled then laid down while others fought over the hole. Shauna reached out to pet one of them, but two others snapped at her.

I backed away even more. My love of dogs did not extend to yippy, territorial animals like these.

Mrs. Connell patted her thigh to get the dogs’ attention. “I have more important things to do.”

The appearance of my inexperience must’ve foiled me. “I assure you we’re going to do everything we can to solve this case. We will not waste your time.”

Mrs. Connell scratched behind a couple pugs’ ears as they jumped around her. “You have five minutes.”
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With a bunch of dogs rough-housing around me, I had a hard time concentrating on the line of questioning I’d prepared for the Connells. I’d really be doing well if I managed to keep from getting bitten too. If only the scrunch-nosed dogs would go back to the couch.

I typed a note into my tablet. “Did the sheriff give you details about the murder when he called?”

Mr. Connell sighed. “No. No details. He said he’d come by as soon as he had a chance.”

Mrs. Connell’s eyes were slits. “The sheriff did the best he could. I don’t want you demeaning him to the public.”

“I have no such intention.” This interview wasn’t going the way I’d planned at all. Never had I guessed Mrs. Connell would be so hostile against our efforts to work this case. “It isn’t unusual for a small law enforcement department to lack resources for bigger cases. We only want to help.” I continued, “Can you tell us about Trey? Where did he live? Did he have a significant other? What did he do for a living?”

“Freeload.” Mrs. Connell clamped her mouth shut.

It wasn’t the reaction I expected. Even Shauna gave Mrs. Connell a double-take.

“Mother.” Mr. Connell’s face reddened. “He lived in the Stonewall Cabin on the property.”

I shifted my gaze to the older woman. Mrs. Connell rolled her eyes. She was no fan of her grandson, that was for sure. “You didn’t think he held up his end of the work?”

Now the woman seemed to waiver. “He was helping, but I don’t think his work was up to standards.”

“Mother, you never gave him a chance. You wouldn’t say that if you’d go see what he did with the new cabins.”

She scoffed. “He was all kinds of trouble as a boy. Breaking windows out, torturing the goats and hogs. He never liked to work, either. I can’t tell you how many times he didn’t do his chores.”

“He grew up here with you?”

“We all stick together in these parts. There’s plenty of room in this house for even more than two families, and since John helped his father run the farm it only made sense for them to live with us too.”

John put up a hand. He didn’t look so hollow now. “You know Trey didn’t have anything to do with the vandalism.” He turned to Shauna and me. His eyes flitted to his mother before he continued. “He was a typical boy. Nothing out of the ordinary. Being an only child, he got bored sometimes. He did things all kids do at one time or other. And it didn’t help when his mother died.” Now he looked to the floor and paused. “He was a teenager. Enough said. Then Trey went off to college. He worked for a structural engineering firm until he came back home.”

“He should’ve stayed in the city.” Mrs. Connell smoothed her navy pants.

I cleared my throat. “Did he have any enemies or problems that you were aware of?”

John sat forward. “He seemed to get along with everyone.” Once again, his gaze fell on his mother. “At least most everyone. But he did tell me he had an argument with our factory supervisor, Tommy Jenkins.”

“What factory?” Shauna held her phone up a little closer to Mr. Connell.

“We have an apple processing factory that takes care of the orchards and sorts the fruit we harvest. They also label the fruit for sale and ship it to contracted resellers.”

I looked down at my tablet. “Do you know what the argument was about?”

“The orchard contracted a blight a few years back, and we lost almost half our trees. Now it’s a small production that’s barely breaking even, so it’s in our best interest to dissolve it. We’re in the process of switching to full-time vacation time-sharing. Within a year we’ll be closing the factory.” He sighed. “Trey had to tell the manager. We advised Tommy not to speak to the men about it just yet, and I trust he didn’t, but it fueled an argument. Trey told me Tommy went ballistic. Tommy said he’d worked too hard trying to restore the old orchard for us to shut it down.”

Was it a strong enough motive for murder? “Work is hard to come by up here, I assume?”

He sat back and nodded. “Unless you want to commute.”

I studied Mrs. Connell a moment. “Were there any other problems or situations we need to know about?”

Mrs. Connell shrugged.

It took John a second to answer. “José Mannez works at the factory. He didn’t get along with Trey. I never figured out what he had against him, though. I heard they got in a fight a few years ago at a tractor pull. Trey was on summer break from college at the time.”

Two suspects. It was a good place to start since the local sheriff’s office would be hard put to share any details in an ongoing case.

“And what about a significant other? Was he seeing anyone?”

Mr. Connell tapped the arm of his easy chair. “No one I know of. He was here to help. He didn’t want to get tied down any time soon is what he told me.”

The doorbell tinkled through the house in an off-key tone. Mr. Connell pushed himself out of the chair as if he hauled a three-hundred-pound body, not his very reedy frame. “Excuse me.”

I grabbed my purse and stood. The five minutes Mrs. Connell had allotted us must be up as well, and no way did I plan on crossing her. “I think we’ve got enough information for now. Thank you for your time.”

Shauna repeated her condolences.

I nodded at Mrs. Connell, who called all the dogs to follow her.

I chased after John with Shauna right behind me.

“Don’t waste our time or money if you’re going to vacation and say you’re working.” Mrs. Connell’s voice carried through the darkness like a sudden clap of thunder.

Shauna’s hand tapped my arm. “Vacation—”

John shook his head. In the hall, he turned to us and lowered his voice. “A vacation is part of our deal. I’ll make sure you get it. Later.”

I smiled at him. “Good to know.”

John opened the door.

An officer stood, hat in hand, toying with the brim. “Hello, Mr. Connell.”

“Sheriff Petty.” Mr. Connell scratched his head. “Can I help you?”

I took in the lanky form of the sheriff, his full brown uniform and utility belt in perfect order. His brows knit together like storm clouds colliding.

John looked from him to me and Shauna.

I waited, but he didn’t make an introduction.

The sheriff stepped into the foyer unbidden. “I heard you were…considering using a private investigator—for your son’s case.”

The sheriff’s eyes cut back to us.

With a shuffle of his feet, John opened the door a hair wider. “That is correct. This is Ava Worthington and Shauna Pratley of Worthington Investigations.”

Sheriff Petty harrumphed.

I smiled. As usual, I was competition with the local law enforcement. The sheriff beckoned for me and Shauna to pass but didn’t step back. I schooled my face and stared at him the whole way out the door and pulled my arm in to keep from bumping him. The scent of gun oil and shoe polish lingered around him. What nerve. I wasn’t about to be intimidated no matter how close he stood to me. A storm filled the black pupils of his eyes, and the little smile I gave him shot red through his face.

It wasn’t wise to taunt the sheriff, but I couldn’t help myself. I wasn’t going to be intimidated by him.

Good. Well, no…bad, actually. It would be better if I made amends and started over with the sheriff. I needed to get information from the police force, if at all possible.

“Sheriff Petty, we only want to help this family. To help you, if we can.”

Shauna slid her phone into her pocket. “Yes. That’s best for everyone, don’t you think?”

He crossed his arms. “We have it under control, miss.”

John Connell puffed out a breath. “I’m not trying to overstep you, Sheriff. But with the case stalled, I had to do something.”

“Right.” Sheriff Petty shook his head. “Listen, John, if you don’t mind, I just need a moment of your time.”

Ushering the sheriff in, Mr. Connell gave me a sad smile.

I didn’t believe for a second it would be that easy to get the sheriff’s assent or help. And the last glare he threw at me chilled my already frosty first impression of him even more. These country folks were well on their way to making my investigation grandly unsuccessful.
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Annoy local law enforcement…done.

If I had learned one thing, it was to stay on their good side. Yet here I was already messing up that wise tip. But the sheriff’s aggression had me on edge. Someday I’d have to get used to the small-town attitude, but today wasn’t the day. I was hungry and frazzled and needing a little down time—not a territorial challenge.

I looked around for Cory. He rested against a thick column but pushed away from it as the door began to close.

John Connell left the darkness of the foyer to step into the light of the porch and gestured at us. “Take these ladies wherever they need to go, Cory.”

“Yes, sir.”

I glanced back at the sheriff. It was going to be harder to get answers since we were already on opposite sparring teams.

Shauna scurried to the SUV. “It’s getting chilly out here.”

I breathed in the smell of burning logs from some unseen fireplace. The best smell in the world.

Cory followed me to the vehicles.

The sheriff’s patrol car took up more of the drive than needed, but we should be able to squeeze by. I glanced in and caught the regard of another officer in the passenger seat. He gave a nod in my direction, and I answered with a small wave. His relaxed shoulders and tapping fingers matched the gentle angle of his lips and unobtrusive stare. Maybe I’d have to seek him out when the time came to get answers from the sheriff’s department. But then again, the sheriff might have a very tight hold on the deputy.

Cory’s voice carried over the rustle of leaves stirred by a gust of wind. “Where do you want to go first?”

With my hand on my chin, I squinted. “Let’s go to the factory. Is José Mannez working today? If he is, we can kill two birds with one stone. The manager should be there also, right?”

He looked at his watch. “Yes to both. But we better hurry. The plant closes at seven.”

I sped to the driver-side door of the SUV and waited for Jillian to roll down her window. “Why don’t you two go back to the lodge and settle in. I can talk to the factory manager and the other suspect tonight, and Shauna can follow up if need be.”

Jillian grinned from ear to ear. “Gladly.”

Shauna leaned over, shoving Jillian against her seat. “Come on. I want to be there if anyone needs roughing up.”

“Ha ha. Go unpack. I’ll be back soon enough. Besides, I know you can’t wait to organize all your gear.”

Shauna’s laugh filled the vehicle. At least one friend was ready to have the time of her life.

Turning to Cory, I bit my lip. He kept his distance. Was it my armpits? Had my meeting with the Connells made me nervous enough to override my deodorant? I squelched a desire to check, and I let him have his space. “Hope you don’t mind getting thrown into the middle of this case.”

“It wasn’t my first choice, but Mr. Connell’s been there for me. I want to be there for him.” He pivoted on his heel and headed to the truck.

How had John helped Cory? Was there a connection between them other than a work relationship? I studied his back before moving to the passenger door and watched him through the glass before climbing into the truck. He didn’t even glance in my direction. There was more to Cory than hot cowboy who managed part of the farm. Was he afraid he’d reveal something personal he didn’t want me to know?

Well, he was none of my business. I needed to repeat that over and over until my brain accepted it and stopped making my breath catch every time he looked my way.



 

 

 

 

 


9

 

Cory

 

I tried not to make a face at Ava Worthington as she grabbed the limp seatbelt. She wouldn’t stop staring at me in the dim glow of the moon. What was the deal?

Oh. What my mother called my “movie star aura” was a curse of good looks. But out here, how long had it been since anybody’d looked at me twice? Over a year since I’d come to Stone Ridge Farms? Well, that wasn’t one hundred percent true. The ladies at Jack’s Grill gave me the eye whenever I got bored enough to head to town for a night out. But I’d managed to ignore them, for the most part.

Thrusting the truck into reverse, I jerked the wheel and brought the front end around a little too hard. “Sorry about that.”

She grabbed the door handle. “Whoa there, cowboy. I’m not used to off-road stunts.”

I will not bite her head off for calling me a cowboy no matter how much I want to. “This isn’t the West.”

“Well, cowboys exist all over the country. Granted, Virginia isn’t known for that romantic notion.”

The job description fit the category. I dropped the debate and pointed ahead at the paved road. “There’s the festival location, and the factory’s down on the south side of the farm.”

She turned her head toward the meadow. Her neck caught the light just right, a few tendrils of dark hair touching it and making me fight some inner urge to do the same. Weird. She’d fixed the crazy mess of curls creating a halo around her face, but for some reason I didn’t care to dissect my thoughts right then. I wished she’d left it the way it was.

Workers were setting up canopy tents and cleaning the largest pavilion amidst large spotlights. All this activity foretold crowds of tourists. I clenched my jaw.

She focused on me after sweeping her gaze across the valley of motion. “Can you tell me about the day Trey was killed? What were you doing at the time?”

I did a double take. Boy, she could melt metal with that hard look. Did she think I had some involvement? My ire went right up again. “I was with Hank, over the hill, working on one of the tractors.”

“Mr. Connell told me over the phone that you were the one to discover Trey’s body.”

“Yes.” Months later, it was still hard to keep the gruesome memory from tearing at my gut.

She drew a fraction closer to me and waited.

I gave in. “I heard some yelling over the hill.” A shudder hit me. “There was something bone chilling about it.” Was I saying too much? Would she think I was weak? “Hank and I both took off to see what was going on, but I got there first.”

Ava had her phone in her hand, her thumbs tapping double time on the screen. “And you’re referring to the outhouse by the yurt?”

I nodded. “When we didn’t see anyone around, I opened it and there he was, sprawled across the seat.” It was a two-seater. Not that it would matter to her. What a dumb fact to think of right now. “I tried to revive him but couldn’t. The cut on his neck was too deep. But deeper on the right side, for sure.”

Her lips pursed. She had to be thinking the same thing I was—a left-handed killer. “I was told you saw someone running away. At least, that’s what Mr. Connell said.”

“Yeah. Someone all in black ran up to the tree line. I sent Hank after him, but he never caught the person.”

“About Hank. He moved back in with his parents a month ago somewhere in Pennsylvania, right? I had a phone interview with him.” She set her cell down on her thigh. “Then what happened?”

I steered clear of some road kill that wafted good old skunk odor into the vents of the truck. “I called up to the house and had them get the sheriff’s department. It took the sheriff about five or so minutes to get there, but it was too late. Trey was already dead.”

“Wow. That’s fast. This place is in the middle of nowhere.”

I rubbed the tiny nick in the steering wheel. “Yep, I guess it is.”

“Your sheriff isn’t too friendly. We were hoping he’d give us a little help on this case.”

“I wouldn’t expect him to.” Did she forget they were in a small town?

She thumbed some more notes into her tablet as we approached the factory. “Wow. It blends in with the surroundings well. I didn’t notice it on the way to the manor.”

“That was the goal of the Connell family. To make the necessary things fit with nature, not the other way around.”

The corner of her mouth raised. “I like that concept.”

At the factory’s main entrance, I steered her into the waiting room where the reception desk littered one corner. And I mean it when I say “littered.” Rita may have known this business like the back of her hand, but she loved being surrounded by a pigsty that she said was a necessary part of her filing system. “Stay close. Some of the machinery can be dangerous.”

She nodded.

I moved into the dark interior of the old building. Bare bulbs cast pale light in the halls and rooms we walked through at a fast pace. I checked behind me a couple times to make sure she hadn’t stopped to examine anything. Over the loud din of the running machines I yelled, “You can get a tour over the weekend if you want to see how it all works.”

“I think I will.” Her eyes bounced between the pathway and the six-foot-tall sorting equipment.

At the end of the second room, I took a sharp right down a hall and tapped on the only door. No one answered. “Tommy Jenkins is always back here unless he’s on a run to local markets, but it’s kind of late for him to be out. Let me ask when he’s due back here.”

She flipped her hair over her shoulder and looked at her tablet. “Then let’s talk to José Mannez. He is on our list of persons of interest.”

Not José. He was a bunch of mouth and trouble. And a prime suspect as far as I was concerned.
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I should never work on an empty stomach. Homemade apple pie invaded my thoughts as the tangy apple scent of the factory clung to the dark atmosphere like a second skin. But as we moved further into the belly of the factory, damp earth stench pervaded my pleasant reverie.

I wove through the machinery, close behind Cory. There would be no way to catch a snippet of conversation in here with the extreme clamor of machinery running product from one end of the building to the other. It would’ve been nice to observe the workers in their environment before I had to talk to them. In the sorting room, Cory looked between the machines. I did my best to keep an appropriate distance from him, but it was hard with all the stooping and sidestepping we had to do to get around the equipment.

A tall Hispanic man shut down the machine closest to us and rubbed at his mustache. His long arms stretched down his sides like those of an Olympic swimmer, muscles cascading over his shoulders and running down his forearms past his rolled-up sleeves. Please don’t let him be my main suspect. I did not envision an easy take-down if he was at the wrong end of this case. Cory waved his hand to get his attention. “Hey, man. We need to talk to you.”

An onslaught of Spanish cascaded over us before the hulk of a guy turned away.

A couple other workers popped their heads around the far end of the machinery. One smirked. “Stop messing with them, José. That dude knows you speak English anyway.”

More Spanish barraged us. I got the drift even if I couldn’t understand what he said, and it wasn’t very friendly.

One of them moved closer to José as he picked up a box of packaged apples. “We mean it, man. We don’t need no trouble.”

I put my hands on my hips and watched the exchange. If he was already feigning that he didn’t speak English, he wasn’t going to answer my questions. But I was up to the challenge.

The man trying to make José open up smiled at me with glistening black eyes to match his ebony hair and South American skin tone. He rubbed the tip of his tongue against coffee-browned teeth. Or tobacco stained. I didn’t want to get close enough to be sure. “Hi.”

I gave a short wave. It wasn’t a friendly kind of hi; it was the kind that made a woman squirm and maybe feel a little sick to her stomach. I tried not to look at him again.

He sauntered over to José and smacked him on the back. “You ain’t coming over for that pay-per-view boxing match if you don’t help this lady.”

Arms crossed, expression as blank as I could get it, I tried to ignore the next wide-eyed, raised eyebrow stare Brown Teeth threw my way. But it was nice to get my interview thanks to this guy’s threats.

“OK, OK.” He set down the bin of apples in his hands and turned to us. “What you want?”

“We need to talk to you, but first, do any of you know where Tommy is?”

José grabbed a rag and wiped a rubber machine belt by his head. He dropped a glance on Brown Teeth who sneered back in return. “No, man. He left a while ago. Somewhere around four or so.”

The other two had no clue either.

Cory took a step back and looked at all three men. “When’s he due back?”

Brown Teeth offered his help. “Don’t know. Probably by the end of the shift.”

Smart aleck.

I turned to Cory and tried not to laugh as Brown Teeth puffed out his chest and leaned against the machine. “I need to take a look around the office. Do you know if it’s unlocked? Maybe we could interview them all in there.”

“Let’s find out.”

I glanced at José. “We’ll be back for you.”

We returned to the narrow hall. Cory worked the door handle, and it swung open. “There you go.”

I stepped past him, almost brushing his chest as I passed. My heart did a funny flop at the nearness. Had he noticed the catch in my breath?

Only a desk and four filing cabinets lined the tiny room. The bright red walls didn’t help the space look any bigger. Not a spot of dirt, no smudges anywhere. Sitting at the desk, I turned to Cory who hovered in the doorway and pointed at the drawers. “May I?”

“Go for it.”

I pulled the middle one open. Clean like the top of the desk. Moving aside the partitioned trays that held pens and paper clips, I found a couple slips of inventory receipts hidden below them. I checked the dates and information. Nothing pertinent.

By the time I got to the bottom drawer, I was sure I wasn’t going to find anything of value. Before closing it, I studied the line of cabinets. It would take days to look through them.

As an afterthought, I ran my hand along the underside of the drawer. Nothing.

Doing the same to the middle one, my fingers snagged on a piece of paper. It must’ve slipped out of the back of the drawer. I slid it out and flipped it over. How could I look at it without Cory watching my every move? “Hey, can you bring José back and tell the others we need to speak to them as well once we’re finished with him?”

He disappeared down the hall.

The paper was a carbon receipt for something. I studied the cryptic handwriting then checked the header. Billings Gunnery. I perked up, peeked out the door, and then back to the paper. Someone spent close to six hundred dollars on some knives and a gun. This could be connected. What a weird place to find a receipt for a personal purchase.

I pulled out my phone and snapped a couple pictures. Jillian could decipher them later. Shauna would know if any of the knives were the same size listed as possible matches in the medical examiner’s report. If we could get a copy of it.

Cory turned the corner of the hall with José in tow. I put a smile on my face and waited for the big guy to fill the rest of the tiny room.
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The factory’s main office was the size of a handicap bathroom stall. How did anyone get any work done in here? I held in a laugh when Cory sidled in and shut the door, closing José’s plaid shirttail in it. José yanked it free and narrowed his eyes at Cory.

This time I couldn’t hold in a grin. “José, what can you tell me about the day Trey Connell was killed?”

“I didn’t do nothin’, and I don’t know nothin’.”

“I heard you had a problem with him.”

He rocked back on one foot then the other and raised his hand. “I was here at the factory all day that day. Lots of guys can confirm it.”

I nodded. “OK. We’ll ask them.”

Cory stepped into the conversation. “That’s not what Tanner just told me. He said you didn’t get here until five to cover the rest of Manny’s shift.”

Good work, Cory.

“Oh, right.” His eyes dropped.

I tried to catch his gaze. “So where were you from twelve until you got here?”

“Why do I have to tell you anything?”

Cory took a step toward him.

José eyed him and shifted his shoulder ’til it touched the wall. “I was at my trailer. What does it matter, ’cause I didn’t do nothing—as I said.”

I rested my elbows on the desk. “So you were alone?”

“What of it?”

“The police must be interested in that.”

José scowled. “I was watching my shows. That’s all.”

“Right. Want to elaborate on the problem you and Trey had?”

“What?”

“Tell me why Trey and you didn’t get along.”

José’s thick Mexican accent spiced up his words. “That guy ran over my little Romero and refused to pay for the damages.” What was this? His face reddened and his nose flared.

I leaned closer and began to bob my knee with anticipation. I could feel a motive materializing into solid form. “Who’s Romero?”

“My little perro. My dog.”

“Umm—that’s tragic…” I tilted my head and stared off into space then looked back at him a moment later. “You two never came to terms over it?”

“He say it was my fault.” His chest muscles tightened under his taut shirt and his stance shifted as if he was about to bolt. “But he shouldn’t have been flying down the road.”

I raised my hands. “Calm down.”

“You think I kill Trey? I was mad, but no, no, no. I can’t do that kind of evil. The Holy One’ll get me.” He made a cross on his chest and looked toward the ceiling.

Hmm. Conviction was clear on his face…but still. He wasn’t getting off my suspect list with his alibi stomped into dust and a motive. Granted, a dog killing was not that strong of a case to assume him guilty…yet.

I asked him a few more questions about his shows. Jillian could confirm or discount his accuracy of details.

I better message her quick. It would be a travesty if José took off, and we never found him again.

Cory escorted him out and brought another worker into the office.

After questioning almost everyone on shift, I rubbed my eyes and checked the time. Seven o’clock. I’d managed to avoid any awkward moments with Brown Teeth whose real name was Noel Herrera.

Cory ran his hand through his hair. “There’s one more. His name’s Brian Falquist. He works here at the factory in the height of the season and is a farmhand the rest of the year. Let me get him before he leaves.”

When Cory returned, I squared my shoulders and took a deep breath for one last interview. I looked Brian up and down. Like most of the other guys, he was an average height with the muscles of a weightlifter. Man, apple boxes must weigh a ton.

Cory eased the door toward the frame but didn’t close it all the way.

“Brian Falquist?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

My questions were similar to the ones I’d asked the rest of them, including who they saw at work and who they didn’t.

“Could you give me an outline of your day the day Trey was murdered?”

“I got into work at the usual time, and I was here all day.”

“What’s the usual time?”

He cocked his head. “You know, seven like everyone else.”

“No, I don’t know. Just answer the questions please.” I gave him my don’t-mess-with-me look. “Did you take a lunch break?”

“Duh. We have to take one.”

I cocked my head. No respect. Was it false bravado? “What time?”

“I guess it was one. I don’t keep strict tabs on it every day.”

A time card might show it if he had to clock out for lunch. But not all ma and pop businesses operated that way. I’d check the time cards later.

“Did you hear or see anything unusual that day?”

He leaned against the wall in an easy stance, but his eyes bounced around the room. “I heard there were problems between Trey and Ross Shravner.”

“Who’s Ross Shravner?”

“He heads up a lot of the local events. He’s part of the town commerce committee, and he’s on the board of supervisors. Mr. Connell even uses him to oversee the festival and other farm activities.”

I narrowed my eyes. Trey was good at getting on the wrong side of a bunch of people. “Why would they have problems?”

Something moved across the crack of the open door. I leaned over and peered through the small opening. Huge shoulders and a plaid shirt took up the little bit I could see as José exited the hall. He needed to learn something about stealth. I motioned for Cory to close the door all the way. José better get his stuff together because I was coming after him, and I wasn’t putting up with his games either.

Cory frowned.

“Parties interested in our conversation. That’s all.”

Cory put his back against the door, standing shoulder to shoulder with Brian.

I pulled my eyes away from Cory’s tight biceps. Like I said, this apple business carved men into strong beasts. “I’m sorry. You were saying?”

“That’s all I know, ma’am.” He ogled me with a smirk.

I cleared my throat. “Thanks for your help.”

When he left, I put my head back and took a deep breath. Cory moved to the spot Brian abandoned. “Still no manager?”

“He may’ve taken the delivery truck home for the night. His deliveries are local, and the boss lets him do that sometimes.”

“I guess we’ll catch him tomorrow.” I closed my eyes for a moment. “Trey was one difficult guy to get along with.”

“On the contrary. He was one of the most generous men I know.”
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All the worker’s Ava had questioned might as well be cemetery statues with their death stares and reticent manners, which made it almost impossible to read whether they knew anything or not. But maybe she had enough experience to tell better than I ever could. And the little info they did give made me want to punch them. Trey wasn’t an egotistical rich kid like they tried to say.

I leaned on my knuckles at the clean desk. “I’m serious about Trey.”

She looked from the red walls to the file cabinets then back to me. “How could you classify him as generous if he wouldn’t pay a guy back for killing his dog? And what about the other allegations?”

“I don’t have all the answers, and I’m not on trial here, Ava. I’m just saying you can’t believe every grievance. You need to see every side of him before you can truly help him.”

She shut her mouth but kept her eyes trained on me. The urge to wriggle under her scrutiny shook me.

A moment later, she stood. “True. We better go. Do you think we could see if Mr. Shravner’s available to talk to us?”

I straightened and stretched. “Everyone’s probably gone home for the night, but we can try our luck at the festival grounds.” Not luck. There was no such thing as luck. “Ready?”

“One more interview couldn’t take very long.” She breathed out hard. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think about you. You’ve been working all day, haven’t you? You know, let’s leave—”

“No. If we get it done now, you’ll be closer to the truth.”

She thanked me. How about that? She wasn’t the callous investigator I’d expected. I had to admit the dimple on one side of her cheek was adorable, and her soft-looking, wavy hair…I turned before I found more things to like about her.

She was quiet during the brief ride to the festival grounds, but the cute smile she angled my way a couple times made my gut flip like a fish on a hook. Should I have kept my mouth shut and gone home for the night? No, it wouldn’t have helped Trey to do so.

I parked and led her toward the last few workers in the pavilion, straightening my hat before I reached them. “Hey, everyone.”

She shivered.

Too bad she hadn’t brought a thicker coat. The mountain air was chilly this time of year. I’d gotten used to it and hadn’t even started wearing a jacket yet, so there wasn’t anything to offer her, but what would the boss think if I let her get sick from being in the cold too long? We better hurry. “We’re looking for Ross. Any of you seen him?”

“He’s helping Boxton County set up for their historical event, I heard.”

Ava tilted her head.

Right. She wasn’t from around here. I pointed across the way, past the farm. “That’s the next county over.”

“Oh.”

I turned back to them. “He’s due here in the morning, right?”

A couple of people murmured, “Yep.”

Ava asked them a few questions while I stood back and left her to her work. Chauffeuring her and her partners wasn’t going to be the drudgery I’d expected.

I followed her to the truck when she finished. “Tomorrow, we’ll try again.”

She stifled a yawn. “Sorry. I’ve got no business being tired.”

I let out a chuckle. “Questioning people is hard work.”

She quirked her lips. “You’re not so curmudgeonly after all, huh?”

“Curmudgeonly? Big word…I prefer quiet. Nobody needs to know my business or what I’m doing.”

“True.”

Why did my throat tighten when I said that? What was Ava doing to me? But I had to admit my momma didn’t raise me to be hateful, so I better cut it out. “Sorry—I only mean I keep to myself, and I like it that way.”

One corner of her mouth lifted. “I get it.”

“It’s been a long day. Let me take you to the lodge.”

Well, I sure didn’t get it. I was acting weird. And all because of her.
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Getting information from reliable sources up here in the middle of nowhere was harder than any gig I’d ever done. I might as well have been at a mime conference trying to pull information from the factory workers. With almost a dozen interviews finished, I was ready for a good meal and some downtime while I documented all the information I’d gleaned.

I stood in front of the lodge with lights spread across it like a Christmas show. Who wouldn’t want to vacation up here in the Blue Ridge Mountains?

Hopefully, Shauna had already started the grill.

The glow emanating around us pulled me toward the bright fire glowing in the fireplace. “It’s amazing. I’m so glad to be here and not at that yurt.”

The humungous central porch branched off to another porch on each end. Bay windows lined both stories. A spiral staircase led to the porch’s balcony level. “Just one minute. I have to check out the view from the top.”

I didn’t wait to see if Cory followed. He’d seen the mountains hundreds of times and probably didn’t care about them. But I was going to enjoy the view until I couldn’t see the mountains in the rear window when we left for home.

Atop the porch, I leaned on the bannister and gawked. It was dark, but the mountain’s outline was barely visible against the starry sky. I sucked in a breath of clear air.

Motion at my side had me at full attention.

“Oh, sorry. I didn’t expect you to come up here.”

He tried to leave. “I’ll go if you want.”

I stopped him with a palm on his arm. He pulled away a fraction, and I snatched back my hand. He really was a no-touch, no-question kind of guy. “No. Stay. I assumed you’d be tired of the view.”

“Never.” He rested his elbows on the bannister and didn’t say another word.

“I couldn’t be either.” I shivered. It was worth being cold to feel so close to the stars for a moment or two. I pointed to the heavens. “It’s hard to deny His presence with this surrounding you.”

“I think you’d have to be blind if you wanted to try.”

He was a believer?

Five minutes later, we descended the stairs and entered the lobby. I’d better find my coat in the piles of supplies and suitcases. Otherwise, my stay was going to be miserable.

I eyed the stone fireplace. Nice and cozy. Would there be a chance to rest in front of it any time this week?

I followed Cory. As we turned down the hall, Jillian exited her room.

If Jillian was leaving her room, food must be cooking. “Please tell me Shauna is finished making dinner.”

My friend turned. “You’re not going to believe how perfect the fire pit and picnic area is. Shauna’s almost done.”

“Great. It keeps getting better.”

Cory held back. “I’ll see you in the morning. What time do you want to meet?”

“Oh no, you don’t.” Jillian raised her palm. “Shauna insists you have to join us for dinner.”

He looked from her to me. “It’s late.”

Would he stay? I wrapped my arms around my chest. “She’ll hunt you down, literally, if you don’t. Of course, she’ll most likely miss, and you’ll get away, but that’s not the point.”

He tucked his hands in his back pockets and laughed. “I don’t know.”

If Jillian wasn’t so scared of physical contact, I was sure she’d drag him out to the pit. “You’re going. Don’t think about it. Let it happen.”

“Thanks for the offer. I’ll take you up on it since I don’t have a choice.”

Sarcasm. Was he contemplating running in the opposite direction when we turned our backs?

We walked behind Jillian. Cory shot me a few glances, and my face warmed under his scrutiny. I didn’t have time to fall for a guy. And Stone Ridge was too far away to even think about it. Well, it was two hours from home. That was two hours too many.

At the exit doors, I stopped short. Cory had my mind all addled. I was supposed to be finding my thick coat. No way was I going back out without it. “I’ll be right back.”

“I’ll wait here for you.”

Hmm. Sounded like concern. Why? No. You don’t need to wonder why, so stop it.

Jillian pushed the door open. “Well, I’m starving. I’ll see you both at the pit.”

I eyed him before rushing down the hall to slide the key across my room entry lock and to wait for the green light to signal access accepted.

On the luggage rack, I unzipped my suitcase and dug through it. Not there. Next, I hit the pile on the end of the bed. Extra blankets, my toiletry stuff, my neck pillow. On the bottom, my coat. Sliding it over my back, I lavished in its warmth for a second before hurrying down the hall. A shiver of happiness replaced the cold chill from a moment earlier.

Cory was still there by the window, his eyes trained on the fire outside. Too long of a look at him would lead me nowhere but trouble.

I blew out a breath and turned to whatever had his attention. In an effort to save a burning hotdog, Shauna had attempted to stab it with a marshmallow tine, but it flipped through the air. She thrust her hand out to catch it. When it seared her skin, she bounced it back and forth between her hands until she dropped it on a plate in her chair. “Now that takes skill.”

Cory lost his prosecuting attorney stare as mirth filled his eyes instead. “I can’t believe she saved it.”

I studied the nice curve of his mouth for a moment then tried my best to shake off the direction of my thoughts. He was only there to help us get around the farm. Nothing more.

He held open the door, and we joined the two outside.

Shauna pointed at the hotdogs and other picnic fixings. “There’s enough for us to start eating, but you’ll have to wait if you want seconds.”

My mouth watered. Scooping up a bun and hotdog, I took a giant bite. Forget the condiments. This dog was heavenly.

Shauna returned to the fire pit. “This is what I call roughing it. Why eat at a restaurant when we have all kinds of food in our cooler and a fire to give it flavor? I can’t believe we have to sleep indoors, though. Bummer.”

I grabbed some chips out of an open bag and did my best not to shove the whole handful into my mouth. I was like a brain-dead zombie when I got too hungry, but Cory didn’t need to see me acting like a maniac. “Ha. Say what you want. I’m sleeping in comfort tonight.”

Shauna stuck her tongue out at me. Awesome. We were so professional when we were together. I shook my head. Please don’t let Cory go back to the boss and rat us out. We needed this job bad.

When Cory took a seat across the pit from Shauna, I followed him and set my cup on the pebbled ground before sitting. “She has a surprise for us when we’re ready for dessert.”

Jillian smiled as she stared into the fire and held a mug of steaming liquid. “I like the solitude out here.”

She would.

Cory swallowed the last bite of his hotdog. “It won’t stay that way for long when the Apple Festival starts on Thursday.”

Jillian grumbled. “I’ll stay in my room then.”

My dear friend was missing out on life. I teetered between accepting it and trying to force Jillian to overcome her phobia. In the end, it wouldn’t do any good to make her do anything if she wasn’t ready to face it. Acceptance it was.

Cory got up for another helping, but I wanted to save room for the best part of the meal. Dessert. If he only knew what the last course was… “Not kidding. You should wait and see what she has for us.” I drew out the words.

I pulled my seat closer to the fire and put my hands out to its warmth. It was like having the perpetrator at my fingertips. Just close enough to be aware of him but not enough to catch him.

Cory’s plate was almost empty a second time before he even sat back down again. And I thought I was hungry.

Shauna began to chatter on about cooking over the fire.

Jillian gave yes-no answers and didn’t delve in too deep, but Shauna didn’t seem to notice.

Cory sat back in shrouded silence. Should I start a new conversation? Let him start the conversation? Be quiet? I peeked at him. He didn’t look like he wanted to talk to anyone.

I shifted my gaze back to the fire. He must have something to hide. Why else would he be so reticent?

The case. It was the safest thing to talk about. With a deep breath, I pushed the chair back to its original location. It scuttled against loose stones and protested and then refused to be level again. I sat back as much as I could to keep from sliding off it. My luck with seating tonight really sucked. “It seems like this farm has a lot of job descriptions that overlap and intertwine.”

Rolling his cup between his big farm-worker hands, Cory remained quiet for a second too long. “It’s true. I guess that’s because it started out as a small farm. Only the Connells ran it years ago. As they integrated more workers into the mix, they didn’t have it set up as a business. Everyone did what they were told if they wanted to keep their job. In these parts you had to.”

“John Connell said work was hard to find around here.”

“Oh yeah. That’s an understatement.”

“But everything still jives OK?” Was now the time to ask him point blank what I wanted to know? “You seem to be the go-to man for Mr. Connell…. What else do you do around here?”

He stopped rolling his cup and looked at the stars.

Jillian scuffed her chair back and stood. “I’m going to my room. I’ll get dessert later. Come see me when you finish, you two. I found some information online you need to see. Including information on José’s television shows.”

“Sure thing.”

Jillian should see the pictures. I pulled out my phone. “Take this with you and read my notes. Check the pictures, too. I forgot to send them to you.”

Jillian snatched it from me. “Sure, boss.”

Shauna and I waved to Jillian as she gathered her blanket and disappeared through the doors into the lodge. The boss business still didn’t sit well with me. We were a team through and through, but I guess I had to claim the title at some point.

I swiveled back to face Cory again. His brows were knit together, concentration on the cup in his hand. Had I crossed an unspoken line? How would I feel if a practical stranger questioned me the same way? My back tightened. This was different. I was a private investigator. From a professional standpoint, I had a right to know what he did on the farm.

His gaze flashed, and his mouth tightened before he turned back to the fire.

No answer.
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I tried not to stare Cory down as I waited for him to answer my question about his job description. It was enough of a challenge to work in a rural setting with workers who didn’t want to talk, and I didn’t need him going silent on me too. A branch in the fire crackled and sparked in its last attempt to escape incineration. Tiny pieces of flame danced toward the night sky like Chinese lanterns.

He threw his paper plate in the fire, and it added to the light show.

“And?” I fidgeted with a fingernail. Nope, he wasn’t getting off the hook.

“I’m a farmhand.” Cory looked me straight in the eye.

Why couldn’t he say cowboy? That was way more interesting…and so much more than a lowly farmhand. “That’s all I get?”

Popping and sizzling sounded from the other side of the fire. Shauna bent down and moved something on the edge of the pit. I let the activity distract me for a moment.

Cory rested his index finger on his upper lip, watching the fire. “I run all the trail rides. I take hunting parties on the mountain. When the schools come for field trips, we give rides and show the children how to harness horses and how we load them up for our trips. And if there’s a show, I prepare the animals for the owners.”

Finally, a real answer. I drew closer. “I love horses.”

“Doesn’t everyone?”

A bit cynical.

“Sure, but I grew up riding and showing.”

He tipped his cup and looked in it. “English or Western?”

“English for show, but I like a Western saddle too.”

Shauna perked up and looked over the fire at us. “Hunting, you say? Now that’s a dream of mine, to take a hunting trip on horseback.”

He seemed too glad to change the focus of the conversation. “You hunt?”

Did I detect surprise or condescension in his tone?

With tongs in her hand, Shauna played with the fire. “I’ve hunted with my dad since I was eight.”

“How long did it take you to actually shoot something, though?” I held in a laugh.

“That’s not the point.” Shauna hesitated. “I like the feel of the hunt more than the actual kill.” Her chin raised a notch.

Cory headed to the drink cooler of lemonade. “I don’t know. There’s nothing like having a deer in your cross-hairs before you take the shot. Needless to say, I hunt for the food, not to create trophies.”

Shauna pulled four aluminum-wrapped items out of the pit and put them on plates. “I agree. Here’s your dessert. Enjoy.”

He did not take it from her. “What is it?”

The smell of banana and melting chocolate captured my attention when I took the package of food. “Smells wonderful. Just trust her and take it.”

Shauna handed Cory a spoon and then me one. “Unwrap it. You’re going to love it.”

I was careful not to let the steam burn my fingers as I pulled the aluminum foil open. A banana, chocolate chunks, peanut butter, and melted marshmallow threatened to spill over the edges. “Thank you. Thank you for making this for me.” I blew on a spoonful before taking a careful taste. I was going to regret the extra inch on my hips after eating a whole one, but tonight, I didn’t care. “Oh, it’s the best.”

Cory dug in. The searing food didn’t seem to burn his tongue. “I’m going to have to make this myself.”

Shauna did something I’d never seen her do in front of a man. She preened. I did a double take. Well, everyone liked to be appreciated, even the far-too-independent Shauna.

Shauna turned and gathered up the leftovers and thrust them into a cooler. “Y’all have a good time. I’m going to eat my dessert inside.”

I watched her go and wished I could kick her as she passed me. I didn’t want to be stuck out here alone with Cory. And it was obvious by his knitted brows he didn’t like the innuendo of her flight either, but he kept quiet.

I guess the brilliant fire calmed whatever misgiving he had about being alone with me. He leaned back and dropped his shoulders as he studied it. Not a people person for sure. He took a swig of his lemonade. “I showed horses too, years ago. Quarter horse barrel racing and that kind of thing.”

My eyebrows shot up. I’d found common ground with him after all. Was this the beginning of something mutual? Was he going to open up now? “That looks scary, like you could break your leg getting so close to the ground when they slide and turn.”

“Hmm.”

Nope. He was as closed as a clamp on two pieces of wood.

I pressed my back to the chair in a stretch after finishing the banana concoction and putting the wrapper on the ground by my cup. I could do silence. It was the perfect night to star gaze. He’d probably leave soon anyway.

Other than the dippers, I couldn’t name any of the constellations. Oh well, I could enjoy it without knowing.

Five minutes later, my mind returned to the interviews. “Those guys at the factory seem to be holding anything back?”

He screwed up his mouth. “I don’t trust José.”

“That’s a given.”

“And Brian could be stretching the truth.”

“OK. Your reasons are…?”

“Once you get to know him, you’ll see.”

I pulled a loose strand of hair away from my mouth. “I don’t have time to find out for myself.”

“Right. But you must operate on sheer gut instinct.”

“I do, but I can’t base information on it. I can only use it to start searching for answers.”

Cory finished his drink but didn’t get up to leave. I eased back a fraction more. It’d be nice if he stayed, talked. Anything but…just don’t leave.
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It was way too much fun watching Ava squirm as I kept my silence. Of course I was only doing it to get under her skin. Mission accomplished. And it was hard not to chuckle when she looked like she’d rather be hog-tied than sit another minute without speaking.

The night breeze ruffled my hair. I didn’t know why, but the urge to get to the cabin and lock down for the night didn’t draw me as it had done every night since I’d come to the mountain.

Ava’s questions had been irritating at first. Why did she need to know anything about me? But as we sat, I was less inclined to keep to myself and more disposed to open up a bit. It wouldn’t be like before. Control was easier for me now.

She crossed her arms and hugged herself.

“If you’re cold I can run in and get a blanket from the front desk.”

“I think I’ll get closer to the fire, but thanks.”

We both pulled our chairs forward.

She put her hands out to the heat. “Something about you doesn’t fit the whole farm scene.”

So astute—but she would be since she was an investigator. Score one for her. I buried my chin deeper into my shirt collar and grumbled on the inside. “I didn’t move out here until about a year and a half ago. It was quite a change, but I don’t regret it.”

Ava licked her lips and stared at me.

She wanted to ask more. I could see it. Her lips were practically twitching. “It’s my turn to question you. Tell me how my interrogation skills are when I’m done.”

An eyebrow quirked up. “Sure.”

“You’re awful young to be a P.I. What made you choose that vocation?”

“All those crime shows spurred my curiosity into overdrive when I was a kid. That’s what drew me into a criminology degree with the goal of doing some type of investigative work.” She grabbed her cup and sat back.

“Is that how you met your partners?”

“I’ll answer more personal questions when you do.”

That wasn’t fair. Well, maybe it was. I looked at my watch. “It’s quarter to ten. We’ll have to drill each other tomorrow.”

Her dimple creased when she gave me a big smile. “Tomorrow then.”

“What time?”

“When does the factory open?”

I picked up a few pieces of trash on my way to a nearby trash bin. “When the workers arrive at seven.”

“How about six forty-five?” She straightened her own chair and searched for any other scraps of litter around the campfire.

“I’ll see you then.”

We both turned toward each other. The silence before saying good-bye to someone you’re attracted to never seemed more awkward than at that moment.

Attracted? Wow, I was? I could admit it without acting on it, right?

I glanced at the fire pit. I would be losing it if I forgot to stanch the flames. “We better put it out.”

Her hand went to her mouth. “I didn’t even think about it.”

We dumped water and sand over it until it was nothing but a column of smoke and then walked to the lodge and through the foyer where Ava stopped. “See you at first light.”

I sauntered to the front door. “Good night.”

She took a couple steps and stopped to look back at me with those huge hazel eyes that shown as bright as one of the flames before we put it out. I didn’t push the door open to go until she had cleared the entrance of the hall. Even then, I stood and looked after her much too long. A brisk walk around the farm would put ice in my veins and keep me grounded where I belonged—which wasn’t lost on an investigator’s cute little smile.
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How great was it that the only three rooms left at the lodge were suites? God was smiling down on me tonight. I jumped onto my bed and rolled around and laughed. A home away from home for sure. With a working toilet I didn’t have to share with anyone.

In my room, I rifled through my suitcase. In no time, shirts and my one good dress hung in the closet. There was no sense in taking anything else out of my luggage to put in the bureau across from the bed.

I relaxed and took in the carved crown molding and sitting area separate from the bedroom. I have to be sure to send a huge thank-you note to Mr. Connell.

Better get back to work so we could all go to bed. I hurried to Jillian’s room, checking my pocket for the room key as I went.

Moments after I knocked, Shauna swung the door open. “We didn’t think you were coming.”

Jillian leaned back from the desk far enough to see me when I walked in the door. A smile played across her face. She even gave a whistle. “Tell us about him.”

I avoided their sparkling eyes and looked around the sitting area. There was a door adjoining both rooms. “I like the theme in my room better, but I love the whole field and stream vibe in here.”

“Start talking,” they both said at the same time.

Stretching out on the sofa, I pointed my toes and then relaxed them. “He was hard to talk to at first, but I think he’s coming around.”

Hugging a throw pillow, Shauna sat at the other end of the couch. “Now we both have a personal chauffeur.”

Jillian spun around, her short red hair flaring out. She scrunched her eyebrows together. “I am not your chauffeur. I just happen to have the best vehicle. That’s why I get stuck driving you both everywhere.”

We both laughed. “I won’t argue. You know how much I hate to drive.”

Jillian turned back to her laptop. “Let’s get to business.”

Shauna and I got off the couch and flanked her. I picked up my phone from the desk to scroll through pictures. “What did you find?”

“José Mannez has a rap sheet. I think we all suspected he would.”

“What kind of history?”

Jillian squinted at the screen and rested her chin on her palm. “Breaking and entering. Two counts of battery. Looks like bar fight type stuff. A DUI. But it’s one of the battery convictions that’s interesting. Looks like he had more than words with our murder victim. Trey filed charges for damages to himself and his truck.”

Shauna stooped to read the computer screen. “What kind of sentence did he get?”

“Six months of community service. He had to pay all repair fees and a five-hundred-dollar fine too.”

I also bent closer to the screen. My blood began to pump. Motive was building fast against José. But I stopped. It had been a few years since the sad dog incident. Wouldn’t he have already done something if he was going to?

Jillian moved on to the next suspect. “About that paper you found on the underside of the desk. I called the company on the invoice. Luckily, the manager was working late and answered the phone. Tommy Jenkins purchased all the items on the paper. Shauna did a weapons search.”

Shauna pulled out her tablet. “Let me show her the knives. This is the one on the invoice.”

I took the computer out of her grasp. “It could be the murder weapon.”

Jillian and Shauna eyed me, but Shauna spoke up first. “Hard to say without finding it and testing it for DNA.”

Jillian’s fingers began to fly across the keyboard again. “Tommy Jenkins has a conviction for being drunken in public and brandishing a firearm in public. Once again, the charges were light. Six months community service for him, too.”

“In this small town, I can only imagine why he’d dare do that.” I moved to a more comfortable position, propped on the edge of the desk.

Jillian flipped to another screen. “There’s nothing on Ross Shravner.”

I played with that darned fingernail that insisted on ripping even more below the quick. How were all these things going to fit together to point to the killer? It wasn’t shaping out so far. But give this team time. It would happen. I fought the sudden roiling of my stomach with a deep breath and a hand on my abdomen. It just made me more determined. “This case is going to be tough. We’ve yet to find any real motive unless you think José could’ve killed him over a dog. And that happened almost three years ago.”

Shauna snorted. “Not likely.”

Jillian put up an index finger. “Oh, and José was pretty much spot-on about his shows.”

“Anyone who watches daytime TV enough would know their schedules.”

“True, but you never know.” Jillian began to type some more. “You should go to town tomorrow and question the locals.”

“I will.” I blew out a breath. “There’s someone out there who knows something. I’ll find them and make them talk.”

Shauna chimed in, “Hey, that’s my job.”

“Then you can come with us.”

“I thought you gave me permission,” she made air quotes, “to pretend to be on vacation. That means I have to actually relax in public where I can be seen. I can’t be running around.” She laughed and punched me in the arm.

I pulled back and raised my own fist. “Ow. You may have military training, but I’ll take you down, girl.” I stared down my bestie and then we both collapsed into a fit of laughter. “Hey, it’s up to you if you want to vacation. But John Connell did say he’d give us a rain check for another visit if we worked the case. I can handle it on my own if you want.”

Jillian and Shauna both wiggled their eyebrows at me and had goofy grins on their faces.

“Knock it off. I’m serious. This isn’t about Cory.”

They didn’t seem to believe me. I glared at them to no avail. “Well, I’m going to bed. See you in the morning.”

Shauna followed me to the door. “Me, too.”

“Fine, I’ll do all the work while you two toil away on your beauty sleep.” Jillian’s voice carried to the door.

“You’re the night owl. We’re not. See you in the morning.”

“No, you won’t. Ha ha ha.”

I laughed again. It would be at least nine before Jillian got out of bed.

It took me a whole five minutes to get ready for bed and climb under the thick blankets. My eyes drooped closed, but my mind raced. I managed to put aside any thoughts on the case, but my insubordinate walk-out on Dad and his business wouldn’t let me drift off for a moment. That had been my day job—investigating only a side thing until it took off. And I had left in the middle of a deck reconstruction. I admit that quitting Dad’s handyman company wasn’t the smartest thing I did last week. Regular paycheck—gone. I guess my bedroom bathroom in the condemned house turned forever renovation project we all lived in wasn’t getting a working toilet in the near future. But when was he going to see that I could do the work without him hanging over my shoulder and criticizing my every decision? I’d been helping him since I was a teenager. I could run any job, rebuild just about anything, and delegate when necessary. Couldn’t I?

In the throes of my frustration, I refrained from beating my head against the headboard. Even though I needed more money to make ends meet, I never should’ve agreed to work for him.

Tomorrow, I would call him. Apologize? Perhaps. But what I needed to do was finally tell him how he made me feel all the time.

Or maybe not. I’d have to see how the conversation went. I rolled over, squeezed my eyes shut, and begged sleep to give me a few hours of peace.
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Did two hours of sleep count for anything? I lay with my eyes open, staring into the dark. It was 5:45 AM according to the blinding light of my cell phone screen. Still no sunrise. That wouldn’t start for almost an hour since daylight savings didn’t happen for a few more weeks.

Tearing and crashing of metal hit so close and so loud it sent me flying out of bed. I squeezed into the corner of my room, covering my eyes.

When the grinding ceased, I raised my head and braced against the floor in preparation to make a run for the door.

One corner of my room was demolished. Drywall and crown molding hung from the ceiling beam. The security lights outside shone through a hole in the wall. No wait. That was where the back entrance butted against the wall to my room. A small delivery truck, its hood smashed to half its original size, sat in an ocean of shattered glass. The cab had collapsed on the passenger side from a piece of the ceiling falling on it.

A blast of cold air dipped over the hole and gusted its way toward me, blowing an icy chill up my legs. I rushed to the closet, grabbed my coat and slippers and ran to the door. An alarm began to blare as I slid my feet into the slippers.

After a quick right and then another right, I skidded to a stop and took in the broken window on this side of the wall. My room had sustained most of the damage.

The skeleton crew of lodge workers began to pour out of several doors and from behind the reception desk. I called to them, “Get help. A truck hit the building,”

I skirted the glass and ran out the lodge’s exit door to the cab’s driver-side door and yanked it so hard my arm threatened to come out of socket. The door wouldn’t budge.

Stepping up, I poked my head in where the window used to be. “Mister, are you OK?”

No answer. Oh, no. A slumped form leaned on the steering wheel. Stay calm, I repeated in my head over and over. “Mister, can you hear me?”

He didn’t move. Good thing I’d taken CPR courses to get certified six months ago. Maybe I’d be able to resuscitate him. On closer inspection, though, his complexion bore the pallor of death. “This can’t be happening.”

The light from the foyer cast meager illumination on his form. His large stomach rested against the steering wheel. He must weigh over three hundred pounds. And if he’d sustained a neck injury and was still alive, I’d do a lot of harm if I tried to move him without extreme care. There was no way I could manage on my own.

I stretched a shaky hand to the brachial artery in his arm.

No pulse.

His carotid?

Nothing.

I shouted, “Someone help. Help me.”

Where was the desk clerk?

I was ready to scream again when people started to pour into the foyer and out the doors. A man in blue pajamas rushed toward the truck. I kept my voice calm somehow. “Come around to this side.”

No other visible wounds showed. A huge red bruise-like mark covered one side of the driver’s forehead. He must’ve hit the windshield on impact.

Pajama Man climbed up beside me. “How can I h-help? I don’t know CPR.”

“We have to get him out.”

After I jumped down, the guy pulled on the door with all his might. No progress. But it was probably too late.

Jillian bolted out the door, a full laptop backpack swinging on her shoulder. Her shock of fiery hair stood in crazy spikes around her face.

“Jillian—” The woman from the check-in desk ran past my partner to the truck, the top of her head peeping over the crunched hood. “I’m on the phone with 9-1-1. Is he breathing?”

“No.” Could the clerk hear me over the growing din of the crowd? “Tell the dispatcher we can’t get the door open to extricate him.” It took all the control I could muster to keep my voice even. “I think he’s already expired.”

Shauna appeared out of nowhere. “Let me help.” She almost knocked Pajama Man off the running board as she stepped up and gave a hard pull on the door. “Work with me, Mister.”

Loudspeakers began to sound throughout the building, “If you are in the Pellat wing of the lodge, which is the north wing, please exit the building. No re-entry will be allowed until we give notice.”

Possible structural damage.

It seemed like hours—not minutes—since I’d found the unconscious man. “Let me check him again.”

I climbed up on the truck running board one last time and took the man’s pulse again. Yep, it was too late. Too late to share my breath with his or to pound his chest to make it pump again. I forced tears to stay inside. No time to break down. This was work.

I scanned the cab. Burger wrappers and soda cups littered the floor. A crow bar was jammed between the seat and the dashboard. But what caught my attention most was the way the poor driver’s foot was jammed against the accelerator. I ushered my helper away and thanked him for helping.

His stare remained on the ground, shoulders slumped as he mumbled words I didn’t quite hear. “It’s OK. Go. Be with your family.”

In a heartbeat, everything came into focus.

Where was Jillian? I spotted her by Shauna. “Quick, Jillian, take some photos,” I murmured low enough not to be heard by anyone but my two partners.

I looked down at my fleecy pants and fuzzy, hot pink slippers and touched my pockets. No phone. And no tablet. Even when everyone else returned to their rooms, mine would be off limits for who knew how long. Was it worth chancing a rebuke from the staff, or worse, an accidental death to snag them before the officials showed up to caution tape the area?

Blue and white lights bounced off the trees down the road. That was fast.

What were the chances of two of our dwellings being destroyed? First the bear situation. Had someone put out food on purpose to lure the critter into our would-be abode? Even worse, was the bear supposed to have attacked us? And now, my room had been demolished by a careening box truck. The word was obviously out already about why my team and I were here. This was not going to be the quiet little investigation Mr. Connell hoped. No doubt the killer wanted to make us run off like skittish cats.

That meant the killer could be the unfortunate guy behind the steering wheel or someone in the crowds of people shivering in clusters.

My body tensed. I peered up the incline and spun to see every angle.

A hotel worker started guiding the small crowd of people around the building and away from the damaged walls.

I scurried around a few lagging patrons, eyeing each one of them. Drooping eyes and mussed hair reigned as the most popular look at the moment. No super-alert glares met my own suspicious demeanor.

Could I get back to my room without being noticed now that the emergency crew zipped closer and closer?

I rested my hand on the frame of the door. Looking right and left, I waited for a man with the nametag of hotel manager, and the slicked back hair to match his position, to turn to an upset guest. I made a crazy dash to the hall. In the recess of the doorway I planted my back. My breath caught in ragged puffs as I peeked around the wall. The foyer was now empty except for the manager.

I turned back as he began to swivel in my direction. Squeezing my eyes shut, I exhaled.

Get the door open, pronto. But I hadn’t seized my key when I fled, either. How was I going to get a few necessities and my clothes?

I reached for the handle and prayed as I turned it. The door gave in as I leaned against it. Somehow it hadn’t latched. Prayer answered. “Yes.”

Before I dared to enact this insane plan, I’d better make sure the room above wasn’t about to collapse on top of me. I zoned in on the ceiling of the bedroom. It hung like a sway-backed horse by the exterior wall, but it didn’t look like it was about to become the new first floor suite. I might not be a structural engineer, but it looked safe enough. I sprinted to my suitcase to pull out an outfit, not caring what came free. No way was another person going to see my wild fleece pajamas and bizarre slippers. Especially not Cory, who was sure to be outside at this very minute. Hidden in the closet, I threw on the pair of jeans and sweater I’d snagged.

Hushed voices at the door stopped my jumping and flailing to pull up my jeans as fast I could. No one entered the living area to check the damage. Must be another guest leaving the building. I’d better hurry before anyone, including the police, invaded this room. I slid across the bed and grabbed my cell phone off the nightstand in one sweep. Next, I went for my tablet and power cord on the small kitchen table.

With boots and coat in hand, I studied the damage to the corner of the room again and clucked my tongue. Such a nice room. And the last available one too. Who was going to be the lucky winner to receive me as a roomie? Then I looked through the slit left when the door didn’t shut behind me. A couple moved down the hall at a fast clip. I scurried out to blend with the people still exiting the building.

Jillian and Shauna huddled under their blankets the staff had passed out. Leaves skittered and gathered along the hem of every dragging blanket on the lawn. More people were being directed to remain there until further notice. My friends hurried over when they saw me.

Shauna reached me first. “Where have you been?” She stopped her reproach to look at my clothing. “How’d you manage to get dressed? Wait a minute—”

“Don’t think it or say it.” I motioned for them to follow me away from the crowd.

Jillian’s hand rested on my arm. A rare touch. She must be upset.

I lowered my head toward them and spilled my guts about returning to my room and my suspicions. But another thought came to mind. “I’m not sure who the driver is, but it’s possible he didn’t die in the accident.”

Jillian’s lip protruded. “It would be hard to say since the head wound coincides with a non-seat-belted driver who hit the windshield. I took as many photos as I could before they herded us down this hill.” She scowled at the workers standing aloof from the guests. “We’ll learn more when we have a chance to go through them on a bigger screen.”

“Agreed.” I eyeballed the crowd. Everyone kept their distance and gaped at the lodge.

Shauna’s hand went to her hip as she seemed to ingest our conversation. “So we may have a second murder on our hands.”

One twenty-something guy in the burgundy polo shirt all lodge workers wore stood apart from his co-workers, his hair not quite in the same style as theirs and his sneakers not the fresh new loafers the cool group wore. He probably knew everything about this place and did more work than the rest of them. And I bet he’d be a great source for information too. I held up an index finger. “Hold on a minute. I’ll be right back.”

I made a beeline for him. “Hey, do you know who was in the truck? Have you heard anything?”

He blew out his cheeks and put a hand to his lips with sparkling eyes as he scanned the groups of people around us. Gossip king in the making. I could really pick ‘em. He spoke with rapid-fire accuracy, “It was Tommy Jenkins from the factory. I can’t believe this. Who’d think he would take a dive off the Grable parking area into the building? Wait until I put this on the web.”

My mouth dropped open. “Are you saying you videotaped this event?”

He pulled his phone out of his back pocket and checked it. “I wish, but no. I mean I’m going to—wait. You’re not going to tell the boss, are you? My fans need to know this kind of stuff.”

What, like all five of them? I shook my head and rolled my eyes. “But did you see anything out of the ordinary tonight? Or Tommy Jenkins earlier this evening? How about the truck before the accident?”

“I wish.”

His phone pinged, and he buried his face in it again.

Maybe he knew something about Mr. Jenkins. I threw more questions at him, but he only recognized the deceased because of deliveries he helped Tommy Jenkins unload in the kitchen.

With a threat, I made him promise to be careful what he posted online.

All I needed was a bunch of info-seeking goons descending on the lodge during my prime investigating time.
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I couldn’t rub the cold out of my stiff fingers like I couldn’t shake the dread pouring acid in my stomach. I hadn’t expected to be a target when I took this case. Naiveté wasn’t a good friend right now.

Staff began to encourage guests to head to the restaurant in the south wing where they could get warm and have a bite to eat while we all waited for news on returning to our rooms. I sure was thankful they weren’t going to leave us out in the cold any longer. It had already been a half hour since the initial event, and the biting cold was chafing any exposed skin, including my cheeks.

With my hands thrust deep in my puffy coat pockets, I peered at the lodge that remained lit up on one side but clothed in black on the other. It would be sunup soon and then nothing would hide the truth about the accident. Was the truck aimed at my room on purpose? An attempt to kill me at the same time as Tommy Jenkins? But who would know I’d been given the room only last night? Only staff. And Cory.

I headed back to my partners. My investigator mode took over, calm and cool. “Shauna, we have to get to the top of the hill where the truck originated before it crashed. There could be something up there to prove what happened.”

“I’m with you. Let’s go.”

Jillian pulled her phone out of a hidden pocket, then thrust it back in. “Never mind. I’ll be here—waiting. Forgot to charge the thing. I’ll listen to see if anyone saw anything.”

“Great.” Jillian was good at staying at the periphery of crowds and gathering information.

I turned and studied the rocky hill and trees. What was the best way up where we’d be noticed the least? The trees were closer on the right side of the lodge. That was our best shot. I pointed it out to Shauna and sauntered toward it as if I wasn’t doing anything important. Shauna followed me but had a harder time looking innocent.

Just get to the hill. I glanced back. Jillian was pacing, but no one else was paying attention to us. Maybe the dark had enveloped us enough that we couldn’t be seen.

I clutched Shauna’s arm and took off for the trees. Once behind a few rows of pines, I slowed to a walk.

Shauna huffed. “You might be in good shape, but I’m not. I haven’t done PT in a year so slow down.”

“We don’t have time to slow down. You can do it. Now get going.” I didn’t wait for Shauna to stop me.

Shauna might not have liked it, but she managed to keep up. We found a trail midway, and it seemed to head toward the precipice that was our target location.

A pink glow began to touch the edge of the hills and mountains. Good in one sense, bad in another. But we should have at least a half hour before shadows disintegrated like a movie-style vampire turning to dust at the touch of first light. “We have to pick up the pace if we want to avoid being seen. Come on, Shauna.”

We stopped when we could see the lodge below. I examined the ground. “Look, it’s a small parking lot. The newbie worker called it Grable parking area.”

Shauna followed my line of sight. “It’s a little grown over, but I see what you’re talking about.”

I gauged the straight line in front of me. “This has to be where the truck started.” I turned on the flashlight of my phone.

Shauna reached into her coat pocket and pulled out a heavy-duty flashlight that ate up my scrawny little light beam in one swoop. No wonder she got to the party late. She’d geared up to some degree before leaving her room.

My chest swelled at her forethought. “Good thinking. What else you got on you?”

Winking, Shauna smiled. “Pretty much whatever we need to survive for the next few hours. Minus hand warmers. I didn’t have time to find them.”

“Awesome. But keep your light aimed down as much as possible so no one notices us.” I ducked down a little. I was visible at the edge. With careful steps, we gridded the area. The wind pulled leaves from their parent branches and dropped them around us, gusting their rich fragrance in our direction.

Shauna called to me. “I see some tire tracks here.”

I rushed to her side. “Let me get a few shots of them.” I snapped the picture button. “I’ll be over there if you see anything else.”

Returning to the spot I’d been investigating, I continued waving the light back and forth over the ground. Something reddish brown stood out in the grass. I stooped and got as close as I could without touching it. In a loud whisper, I called Shauna over. “Look. Blood, I think.”

My partner set her jaw and nodded.

It trailed across the lot. “You think that’s about ten feet from ground zero to where it stops?”

“I’d say at least that much.”

More pictures recorded the direction of the blood and the amount of loss.

I carefully placed every step I took, praying I didn’t damage any unseen evidence. The police needed to know about it as soon as Shauna and I made it back to the lodge.

Shauna directed my gaze to some trampled grass and bush branches. Hikers could’ve caused it, but we still needed to capture it in our investigation paperwork.

I moved on the other side of the bushes and looked for a direct line of sight. It all fit with the other evidence we found. “Someone was up here hiding in this bush. Do you agree?”

With cautious steps, Shauna joined me. “I do.”

“That means there had to be another wound not visible on the victim, which had nothing to do with the accident. The blood is proof of that. Too bad we can’t get a sample and test it ourselves.” That was not within our means yet.

After a thorough review, we returned to the trail.

The sun climbed higher until most of the lodge was bathed in soft light.

We’d almost cleared the trees, Jillian in plain sight in front of us, when Mrs. Connell raised off a rock outcropping and slung a leather bag over her shoulder. A walking stick with an orange loop of rope attached to the top steadied her. “You like to walk this early too, ladies?”

I almost jumped then worked to keep my face blank. Mrs. Connell had to be an early bird to be out at this time in the morning. It only took me a millisecond to answer. “Yes, the cold is invigorating.” I lowered my voice. “I think better when I’m in nature.”

Why’d I lie? Trey’s grandma had every right to know what we’d been doing. Still, I didn’t have any definite cause of death or probability to share our investigation at the top of the hill with her. Why say anything yet? I frowned and silently asked for forgiveness.

Shauna put her elbow out to jibe me. I gave her a sideways glance.

“Don’t make a habit of walking these woods when it’s so dark. You might get lost.” Mrs. Connell poked the ground with her stick.

“I won’t. I promise.”

The stalwart woman began to traipse through the trees. “Do you have any updates to give me?”

We moved down the hill together. I searched my brain fast for an answer. “There are a few possible suspects we’re considering. A couple witnesses weren’t available last night, but we hope to speak to them today.”

“Do the work you’re paid to do.” She left us without a good-bye and turned down the hill in the direction of the festival tents.

John Connell paced back and forth near the entrance of the lodge as he talked to a sheriff’s deputy.

I pointed. “Let’s go talk to the officer over there.”

Shauna agreed.

A tap at my elbow made me spin around. Cory reached out and put his hand on my shoulder, creating a tingle down my side. “Hi.”

He looked back and forth from the lodge to me. “I got a call from Mr. Connell and came as fast as I could. I can’t believe this is happening. And right before the festival.” At last, his focus was on me alone. “The damage to the building is localized to the rear window and your suite. You’re lucky your bed was on the other side of the room.”

He looked me over, and my cheeks warmed with the roving of his gaze. “You are fine, right?”

I kept a smile at bay. Was his care perfunctory or a real concern for me? Hmm. “I am.”

“The fire marshal thinks the building retained its structural integrity, but he has to do a thorough search before that news becomes public.”

“I’m sure Mr. Connell is overjoyed it wasn’t worse, to the building at least. The poor guy in the truck didn’t make it. You’re not going to want to hear this, but it was Tommy Jenkins.”

A slow breath escaped his lips. “I saw. Nice guy. This is going to be hard on our community.”

“What do you think about the accident?”

He toyed with his hat. “I think it’s very suspicious. Tommy drove trucks for years, so I don’t think he’d accidentally crash.”

Did he suspect it was likely murder too? I bit my lip to keep from commenting.

Cory lifted his hand from my shoulder. Too bad he didn’t leave it there longer.

What had gotten into me? He needed to keep his distance. I didn’t need to lose focus when this case was turning hot. “Cory, we need to talk to a deputy before we do anything else.”

“Do you know what happened?”

“Sort of. I can’t say much right now. I wish I could but…”

“I get it.” He rubbed his hands together.

Someone near the entrance of the hotel made a second call to those of us still outside. I turned to face the hotel manager who had his hands cupped around his mouth. “There’s hot cider, tea, and doughnuts at the restaurant. We’ll get you warmed up and fed until you can return to your rooms.”

Jillian motioned to us, and we caught up to her. “Did you hear anything interesting?”

“No. No one seemed to see the initial collision.”

I shook my fist in the air and grimaced. It would’ve been nice to have at least one witness to interrogate.

“Let’s go talk to the authorities about Grable parking area. I need to give my statement.”

We waited a few feet from Mr. Connell and a deputy. Both turned to us and stopped talking.

I crossed my arms. “Sorry to bother you, but I need a word with the deputy.”

I tried to keep the growing urgency out of my voice.

Cory walked a few paces down the hill and turned his gaze to the few people who hadn’t already gone to the restaurant. “I’ll be in the restaurant if you need anything.”

I waved. “We’ll meet you down there.”

“What’s going on?” Mr. Connell shuffled a foot closer.

“If you don’t mind, I can’t share details with you right now, but I need a word with the deputy.”

He scratched his head and eyed me. Boy, it was hard to hold back information when I could see the pain in his very being, his eyes a well of infinite loss. But I’d seen a similar look in other clients, and I’d learned to keep a professional distance. Although, none of them had lost a son to murder. This case’s stakes were so much higher.

He murmured, “All right. Can you meet me around eleven thirty at the manor?”

“Yes, sir.”

He left us alone.

I made sure we couldn’t be heard when I started to speak to the officer. “Hello, I’m Ava Worthington and these are my partners Shauna Pratley and Jillian Rory. We were hired as investigators by John Connell for his son’s murder. Detective Pratley and I inspected a location about three hundred yards up the mountain and discovered some evidence that suggests Mr. Jenkins’s death was no accident.”

He put up his hands. “You need to talk to my boss.”

Before I could stop him, he marched to the lodge and disappeared through the front doors. His abrupt departure irked me. I could tell it wasn’t just that he wanted to defer to the sheriff; he was blowing us off. Great. Sheriff Petty must’ve briefed his men on our presence and told them to keep tight-lipped. That man…

Jillian poked my side. “What did you find?”

“A small blood trail—”

Shauna didn’t give me a chance to finish my sentence. “Minute in size but visible.”

I eyed her. “And tire marks.”

Shauna added, “And some trampled bushes.”

Jillian’s lips tightened into a thin line. “Doesn’t sound good.”

The doors to the lodge snapped open with a crack. Sheriff Petty marched our way, his heavy boots smacking against the cement walk.

“Morning, sir.” I pointed up the hill.

“Mornin’.”

“Have you been up to the Grable parking area yet? There’s—”

“The accident is an open investigation at this time.”

Like I didn’t know that.

“Do not interfere with my investigation, including trespassing on any taped-off areas.” One of his eyes twitched in the corner.

I pulled myself up to my full five-foot-six-inch height. “Sir, we really should be trying to work together. These two incidents could be connected.” I no longer noticed the chill of the morning air or the beautiful sunrise against the mountains. Heat crawled up my face as I stared down Sheriff Petty.

His chest heaved out a couple inches. “Lady, I’ve done my part here. Tommy had a bad accident, and that’s all I’m saying to you.”

Shauna sputtered. “But if you’d only consider working—”

The sheriff ignored Shauna. He pivoted on his heel but turned back to me with a stare that would chill the devil. “Do not even imagine in your wildest thoughts that I would consider exchanging information with a nobody private eye.”

Did his eyes grow blacker as he enunciated each word? Or had I watched too many horror movies? I held my breath and counted to three as I tried not to cower under his death stare. How dare he call us nobodies? Anger, stay away. Right now, a level-headed approach would be best. OK, maybe adding a count of four, five, and six was necessary.

Jillian wrung her hands together and blinked rapidly.

He drew a little too close to my face. “This town’s tourism is finally picking up. We need the growth to help our community. You start running your mouth about a supposed second murder, and you could shut the whole thing down. Besides, murders don’t happen here. Everyone knows everyone. It’s not like a big city here, and it’ll never be as long as I’m running things.”

I crossed my arms and fought down the growing pulse building in my body. “But it did happen to Trey Connell.”

Shauna had to put in her two cents. “Murder is murder whether in the city or not.”

He pulled back. “Stay out of my way.”

“Right.” My chin jutted out as he walked away. Why didn’t he want to collaborate? I closed my eyes and sighed. There had to be a reason. When I opened them, Shauna was hunched down with her fists clenched.

“The nerve.”

Jillian’s eyes were so wide they bulged. I better get Jillian to a bench before she went into sheer panic mode.

I didn’t have to say a word to Shauna. Shauna helped me direct Jillian to the closest seat.

“You’re OK. Take deep breaths.” I spoke to myself as much as my friend. “What a small minded—” It was better not to say more.

When Jillian dropped her head into her hands, I waited. My friend calmed faster than normal.

“Can we get you some cider and a doughnut?”

Jillian nodded.

It would be good to give her some space. “Why don’t you wait in the hall outside of the restaurant? We’ll be back.”

Searching the crowd for Cory as soon as we entered the building, I spotted him talking to a few patrons. If he only knew how the sheriff had acted. I held in a rant against the small-minded nature of the police force in these mountains. I pulled my tight lips into a more neutral expression.

He set his cup down near us without fully looking at me. What a relief he hadn’t seen my original sneer. I was beginning to fall into the self-doubt I had promised I wouldn’t let in on this case. Shake it off.

He glanced over to the refreshment table. “Let me get you both a drink. What do you prefer?”

Shauna moved toward the line. “I’ll get my own.”

He waited for me to answer.

I tapped my chin. “Tea for Jillian. Cider for me.”

It took him only a moment to retrieve the drinks. “Where’s Jillian?”

“She needed some alone time.” The hot apple cider swirled its delicious spicy scent up to my nose. I bet the batch had orange slices in it. Yum.

“Want me to wait here while you take her food?”

Good, he seemed to understand. “Thanks. That’s the best plan.”

In the hall, I handed Jillian a steaming cup of tea that smelled almost as good as my cider and a plain doughnut. “This whole situation stinks for you.”

“I…I think it’s a sign.”

“You do? Of what?” Was she about to lay some bad news on me? Please not right now.

Jillian’s eyes darted all around. “That it’s not so bad being around people.”

Had I heard right? Sudden joy dropped my newly acquired attitude into the trash bin. Thank You, God, for this change in Jillian’s spirit. I sat in the seat beside her and beamed. “I’ve been so worried about you. I’m so relieved things are turning the corner for you.” If she only knew how much I wanted to give her a huge squeeze and an “attagirl” speech right now. But I refrained. “Let me know if I can help in any way.”

“I will.”

Blowing on my own cup of cider, the steam warmed my face. It tasted sublime. Was my closest friend really ready to take the baby steps recommended by her therapist to conquer her phobia?

Jillian stood and motioned toward the people. “I think I’ll go down there…at least until we can go back to our rooms. It can’t be much longer now. I need to get back to work online.”

I managed to keep from falling off my seat. “Great. I have to meet Cory so we can head back to the factory.” I stopped. Tommy wouldn’t be there to answer any questions. “Never mind about the factory.”

We took slow steps to the room full of people. No way was I going to push Jillian too hard right now when her decision was so new. Cory and Shauna met us halfway into the room.

He leaned down to dust off the white doughnut powder from his dark jeans. The ones that looked oh-so-right on him with his faded cowboy boots. “Who do you want to see first?”

“Ross Shravner.” My annoyance at Sheriff Petty returned with each step. It wouldn’t stay in its place. Buried.

He paused. “You sound mad.”

Remember, tamp it down. “I guess I am.” I better keep my temper under control. I took a calming breath. “Never mind.”

He let it go. “Shravner should be around here.”

I looked out the window at the crisp white tents. “This early?”

“Good point. But he should be here in an hour or two.”

Should I go for a jog since there was enough time to get some exercise? What else could I do? I could go over my notes. It wasn’t possible to run the scenario on the hill by Cory, but I should jot down everything Shauna and I had witnessed.

For the first time, I noticed Cory’s thick coat. Not like yesterday when he strutted around with only a plaid shirt. “It’s a bit too nippy for you too, huh?”

He held out the lapels. “I gave in.” As he hooked his finger in a belt loop, he toed a shiny stone. “Since we have an hour or two, I could take you on that tour you asked about yesterday.”

It would still be exercise, if not as rigorous as running. “I like that idea.”

Jillian moved back and forth like a seagull avoiding crashing waves on the beach as the people passed around her to get food or take a seat. “I’ll find a corner to sit in and get back to work.

Shauna backed away with her attention on something by the main entrance. “I’m not up for a tour. If you don’t mind, I’m going to do a perimeter search and make sure the grounds are as secure as possible. Jillian and I can wait here for them to let us in. We’ll get your stuff and take it to your new room when they do.”

I scratched my head. Was now a good time to remind them I was going to be their new roomie since the full lodge was now down at least two rooms? “As many people are here, I don’t know if there’ll be another room for me.”

“Ha.” Shauna saluted me on her way out the door. “I’m not sharing my bed. That thing was like sleeping on a cloud.”

I laughed. “I wouldn’t dare ask you to.”

I’d worry about the issue later. My pulse jumped at the idea of following Cory around the place. He’d been so thoughtful and respectful of my need to speak in private with law enforcement. Kind. That was the best way to describe him even if he wanted me to think he was a tough guy.

Not good. I shook off the feeling and thoughts like a cold, wet blanket. I needed to stick to business. Stay tough. “I’ll find you in a few hours, Shauna.” I caught up to her. “Keep an eye on Jillian. But she’s trying something new. Stepping outside her comfort zone. Let her.”

“But—she might have a panic attack. You know how she is once that happens. I don’t want to cut this trip short to take her home.”

“All we can do is pray.”

Shauna bit her lip as she searched the periphery of the crowd. “Well, if you can’t find us, you’ll know where we went. I’ll leave a message at the front desk for you if I have to.”

After she walked away, I took out my phone and checked the time. “You want to walk? I could use some exercise.”

“Oh, this place is way bigger than you think. We have to drive it if we want to finish the tour today.” He laughed. “And I need to drop some tools off at the barn. Do you mind riding with me?”

An old country song ran through my head—one which pegged him to a tee. And now I was playing into the chorus line. The only thing missing was the mangy dog.
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Old Holler whined like a baby as I started her up and drove down the road and across the street to the farm. Better get the belt changed soon before we ended up stranded on the side of the road miles from the nearest phone.

I pulled over near the entrance. Ava’s proximity made the hairs on my arm stand up, and I cleared my throat. “We’ll start with the animal pens.”

Ava avoided a rut in the road and fell in step with me. Good thing the ground had a slight freeze to it. Otherwise, we’d be traipsing through mud, and I wouldn’t want her new-looking boots to get messed up. I put on my best guide voice. “This farm has been owned by the Connell family since 1870. Royce Connell bought two hundred acres for less than you’d pay for a used car today.”

“Because it’s mostly mountain?”

“That is correct.” I leaned on the wooden fence and propped my boot on the bottom board. It made a splintering sound and threatened to dump me into the goat pen. Mean old Gruff would love to get a piece of me. I did my best to stay balanced without looking like a complete idiot. Clearing my throat, I persevered. “He came from a prominent family in Scotland and couldn’t pass up such a great deal.”

But she snickered anyway.

The sound ran through me like a fresh cup of coffee on a cold morning. “Trust me. I don’t want that old goat to get me…or you. Let me fix this really quick.” I took the tools out of my truck bed and hefted a new post from a pile on the side of the barn. Then I replaced the post in no time and returned all the tools to the barn. “Sorry about that.”

I got right back to my jabbering about the family history, running through the different generations to the current day as we walked from one paddock to another.

Ava stopped by the hogs’ pen. “Mrs. Connell has an accent. German, I think. But it’s so slight. How’d she end up in this tiny county?”

“I never asked.” No need to snoop on others when I had no mind to tell anyone my business. “All of my tour guide information is based on the Connell family. I don’t know much about the families that married into it.”

With her back to the pen, Ava leaned against a fence post. A brave move considering she’d just watched me almost do a head dunk into goat manure not twenty minutes ago. “So you’re not only the go-to man for John, you also head the trail riding trips and give tours?”

“And fix all downed fencing, among other regular farm repairs.” I grimaced. “As you had the privilege of watching me do.” I offered her my hand and pulled her up from her relaxed position. Once again, her callouses and strong grip floored me…yet it felt so good to hold on to the strength in her fingers. She was no weak female. But investigators didn’t do heavy labor with their hands. What had put the power in hers? For propriety’s sake, I let it go when she looked away.

We moved to the barn. Its red and white exterior had touches of black paint here and there. But it needed a redo, and soon, before the coming winter weather ruined it further.

“We have a wide selection of antique farm equipment. This is the part of the tour where I’d let you touch a few things.” I dropped my gaze to the straw-strewn ground. “Umm, equipment and old scythes and hoes.” OK now, where were all the inappropriate thoughts coming from?

I took a step back then shifted from foot to foot. She sure was pretty. If I inched a bit closer, those eyes of hers would shine on me even more. No. Stop it. “You can read these placards about them.”

She took a cursory look then peered into the depths of the long barn.

“Moving on.” I showed her all the niches and neat idiosyncrasies that made the barn so unique. “It was added onto many times. There’s even a cellar on the front side under the tack room. They still use it for storage. Want to see it?”

“Sounds interesting.” Ava’s long, brown hair was the color of my favorite Salisbury steak. She pushed it over her shoulder.

“Stay close.” She really didn’t need to. “The stairs are steep.” Not that steep.

Her arm brushed mine when I helped her down the first set of stairs. I had to lean against her to apply my full bodyweight to pull the door open. I pulled out a small flashlight, but before I could shine it around the room, Ava knocked into me and screamed, making my ears ring. “What’s wrong?”

She pushed into my chest as she attempted to ascend the narrow steps backwards. I almost fell as I tripped on the second step. “What?”

Her shaky voice resonated around me. “A snake.”

Before I could think, she was behind me, her arms wrapped tight around my chest. Light shudders of fear emerged from her. Her chin brushed my shoulder before she thrust away from me and ran back to the truck.

OK. No snakes for this lady. I took the stairs two at a time and searched the ground for a long stick before returning to the cellar. The snake couldn’t stay there. With my flashlight, I located it. No wonder she’d had a heart attack. It hung from a rafter only a foot from the entrance.

I coaxed it onto the stick. The black garden  snake let me carry it to the field, where I released it.

When I got back to the truck, Ava sat curled up on the seat, her arms wrapped around her knees. “Did you kill it?”

“No. Those are the good kind of snakes—”

“There are no good snakes.”

“They control the field mouse population. We need that around here.” I set my hand on the gearshift. “All right. I’ve got a few more things to show you, though.”

“Not if it requires going near the snake field.”

I couldn’t hold in a laugh. “Fine. I’ll show you a few restored outbuildings then the cottages and cabins we rent.”

She eased her feet to the floor and put her seatbelt on.

I started the truck and put it into first gear. Maybe I could scare up another snake if it brought her that close to me again.
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Snakes and women almost never mixed, and Ava was no enigma to this fact. Not far down the manor driveway, I parked. I gave Ava a sideways glance. Was she going to be all right? The snake must be far gone by now, but she was still a bit shaky. “You want to continue the tour? I can take you back.”

She shook out her hands. “I’m sorry. I know I’m over-reacting. Let’s keep going.”

If she knew what I’d do when a lizard crossed my path, she’d see overreaction on a whole new level. It all started with a bunch of buddies on a college night years ago. Enough said.

We both bobbed when I hit a pothole. I down-shifted. “There are eight separate vacation homes on the property.”

She gripped the door handle. “We left Shauna in charge of the reservations. And she picked the yurt. Not one of the nicer places.”

“Interesting choice.”

“No, it’s not.”

I snickered. We pulled up to a cottage with rose vines running up one side of the front.

She drew closer to the window. “Ooh. That’s so lovely.”

“I’d show you the inside, but most of the rentals are taken because of the festival.”

“That’s OK. I can imagine how comfy it must be.”

We drove past several more, one an old farmhouse, another a cabin built in 1857, and some cabins built more recently.

Ava turned in her seat. “It looks to me like the Connells bought up all the surrounding homes.”

“If one hits the market, they purchase it. It’s part of the plan of expansion into vacation time sharing.”

“Like resorts selling shares to the general public?”

I stopped at the next place. “Yes. Now for my favorite location. Take a look.”

She spun to look where I gestured and gasped. “I love it.”

We both got out and rested against the front of the truck. The silo-turned-cottage rose to the sky in silvery beauty. Windows marked each level for three stories, and a set of spiral stairs encircled the first two floors.

I pulled out a set of keys and jingled them. “The boss wanted me to turn the thermostat on for the family who’s arriving later today. Want to see it?”

Clapping her hands together, Ava raced to the front door. “Whoever thought a grain silo could be a house?”

Oh, to see the bounce in her step. Could I top the silo house? Mm, probably not. I opened the door and let her pass. “Take a look around.”

I wasn’t about to go in where we’d be alone. Flee from temptation.

When she went up the stairs, I moved into the living room and set the temperature at sixty-nine degrees then returned to the door.

She sauntered down the stairs, her hand trailing along the bannister. “I’m in love.”

I raised my brows. “Already?”

Ava blushed. “With the house.”

Right.

Midway down, she paused and then returned to me. “I have to rent this place some time.”

“It’s one of my goals, too. Did you see the French doors and little deck a floor above the third level?”

“I would have to live up there.”

I locked the door behind her and took a few cleansing breaths before she looked back at me. This whole tour idea was a bad one. My body and mind were betraying me. “There’re three places left, including the newest cabins Trey Connell had built. He designed them as well.”

Her face beamed. “How recently did he complete them?”

“About five months ago, I think. Mr. Connell wanted them ready for the summer season.”

“He finished them a month before he died? It must make Mr. Connell so sad to see them all the time.”

“He’s never gone near them since Trey’s death.” I couldn’t blame him. But at least Trey had left John something tangible to help the farm stay afloat.
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I was already picturing the terror on Stone Ridge guests’ faces if we sauntered up to them and announced we needed to check their cabins for murder clues. That would go over like a tornado through a neighborhood. And it’d ruin the whole point of keeping this investigation on the down-low but it was still funny to think about.

At the newest set of cabins built by Trey, I walked with Cory along the path and stopped in front of them. Nice, clean lines. Soft strawberry-blond wood. All connected by screened porches on a continuous foundation. “Did the police do an inspection on these buildings? Anything significant discovered here?”

Cory looked around to a couple strolling away from the third cabin. “They did. I don’t recall them finding anything, though.”

“Could we get a look inside?”

“I believe all the cabin guests have checked in. It’d be tricky with them here.”

“Maybe I can check with the police on it.” Not like it would get me anywhere. I pulled out my phone and left a memo on it.

After another quick look at Trey’s cabins, we headed to find Ross Shravner. I sighed. Nothing important to the case had shown up at any of the locations. The newest additions to the property were down the other side of the mountain close enough to be seen from the lodge but still a good distance away. During the summer, some trees lounged around enough to probably block the view for the most part. That could be important, but how?

My phone read nine fifteen. I thrust it back in my pocket and returned my hand to the assist handle above the door in Cory’s truck. Man, these roads needed some serious attention. Imagine how bad it would be to drive them in the snow.

Cory’s radio crackled on the seat between us. He put it to his mouth. “Yes?”

A throaty voice jumped in and out of the static. “Can you let Ms. Worthington know she’ll be staying at the Peony cottage?”

My heart skipped a beat. Was the speaker about to announce that my friends left me high and dry and went home? To which one of the houses they were referring?

Cory spoke into the radio. “Are her bags over there yet?”

“Yes.”

He thanked the man and set the radio down. “Do you want to run over there and see your new lodgings?”

“Yeah. I need to plug my phone into the charger.”

At a curve in the road, he slowed and prepared to turn. “Peony Cottage has been reserved for months. Those customers lost a hefty deposit.”

I blew out a breath. “Too bad for them. But I’m glad to take their place.”

Cory pulled up to one of the cottages I’d oohed and ahhed over earlier. The parking space looked like part of the road. Had any vehicles missed the curve and plowed into a parked car there?

The tiny, stucco house boasted a lavender exterior. So cozy and fun. Under the windows, short bushes sported dark purple blooms that were nearly dried out as fall deepened. I walked up the river stone walk to the front door and beckoned for Cory to hurry and open it with his master key.

He held back in the doorway. Like at the silo house. Good. I didn’t have to comment on decorum issues. My suitcase sat inside the door. Shauna must’ve brought my things over because everything else was dumped in a pile on the floor just the way she kept her own belongings in the room she rented from me in our dilapidated home sweet home. I sifted through the mess. Where was the cord?

There it was, plugged in on a table under the front bay window.

The interior was breathtakingly charming. The one-room cottage featured gray walls, purple quilted bedding, a teeny-tiny kitchenette, and an antique settee in the living room area. I couldn’t stop grinning. What I really wanted to do was break out in a little hoedown.

I looked out the little window over the sink. A few flowerbeds gave way to the forest.

I shouldn’t leave Cory standing outside too long. I checked the battery life on my phone and grabbed my portable charger. Pulling the door shut, I paused. “Where do I pick up my key for this place?”

“It should be at the front desk of the lodge. I’ll call and see.”

As I climbed into the truck, he talked to the same guy who’d radioed minutes before. Then he joined me. “It’s there.”

“I’ll get it later. Right now, I want to meet the event coordinator. Let’s find Mr. Shravner.”

Workers and vendors scurried all over the festival grounds, obliterating the quiet of the morning.

I let the sun warm my face. I might be able to take my heavy coat off soon.

Cory looked from one end of the bustle to the other. “It may be easier for me to do a search, and then I’ll come get you when I spot him.”

I nodded. “That’ll give me a chance to talk to these other people.”

He left me there. I halted the first person to cross my path. Did I have a picture of Trey I could show them? Most of them probably knew who he was. Scrolling through my phone, I found one and held it up. “Sir, do you know this man, Trey Connell?”

“I know who he was, but I didn’t know him personally.” The same general answer came from four more people.

The fifth woman hesitated. “That’s the owner’s son. I heard what happened.”

“Have you talked to him in the past or seen him around?”

“No, ma’am. I just know he worked the craft fairs and festivals.”

I thanked her and moved on.

Ten minutes later, no one had any new information. I moved through the largest tent and was about to exit it on the far side when the deputy I’d seen with the sheriff last night eased through the doorway. I’d almost missed him. Walking past a booth that exuded earthy soap and candle aromas, I fought the urge to pause there and check the prices. Instead, I stopped in front of the booth the deputy had entered. “Hello.”

He dropped the box in his hands on a folding table and rested his hip against it. “How can I help you?”

“I almost didn’t recognize you in regular clothing. You’re a deputy for the sheriff’s office?”

He looked down at his blue T-shirt then back up, extending his hand. “Tad Holt. I only work for the sheriff’s department part time, leastways for now until the new budget is approved in the spring. This is my second job helping to work the festival.”

“Nice to meet you.” I shook his hand.

“And you are Ava Worthington.”

Petty must’ve told him. I bit my lip. “Yep. That’s me.”

If he had any loyalty to Petty, I wasn’t going to get a thing out of him. What if I skirted the issue and asked about Tommy Jenkins’ accident? “Can you believe what happened to the factory manager?”

Tad turned back to the box. “What a very unfortunate event. It’s sad news for our community.”

My stomach dropped. The same thing Cory had said. “I wonder how it fits into Trey Connell’s…murder.”

His blue eyes flashed. “What makes you think it does? It was an accident.”

Better back off before he stopped talking. The sheriff had suggested an accident too. “Can I help you set those things out?”

He nodded and handed me something wrapped in paper. “Thanks.”

I took it and unrolled a jar of jam from the paper. “You knew him, I’m sure.”

He gave a sad smile. “I did. He used to work up at the old hardware store on Third Street before he started here.”

“He had a family?” I took another item and unwrapped it.

“All his kids are grown and gone. His wife left him years ago, so he was alone.” He shook his head. “Liked to help folks out whenever he could.”

“Did he and Trey ever work together?” Please open up to me.

“Sometimes. They seemed to like working together.”

Interesting, if not a bit contradictory to the running theory. Once the box was empty, I stood back and checked my work. Would he answer a question about the cabins because I sure wasn’t getting answers from his boss? I watched his tall, lean form for a moment. He didn’t seem to notice my scrutiny. “I was out at the cabins earlier. The last ones Trey built. After the murder, did you all find anything out there that may’ve tied in to the case?”

He stood and stretched. “I can’t say. It’s an open case, as you know.”

Petty had to have warned him not to help me. “We should be working on the same team. We want the same thing. I tried to tell the sheriff that too.”

He looked around. “I do want to close this case. The whole force does.” He pushed the empty box out of the way and beckoned me to come closer as he looked around the shadowed tent to check for eavesdroppers. Yea, someone saw the value of collaborating.

I didn’t have to be asked twice. I followed him to the back of the booth.

Tad took one more look around and lowered his voice. “We didn’t. But keep that to yourself. I don’t need my boss on my back about giving out live info.”

“Got it. Thanks.” I grinned on my way to ask someone else questions. “I’ll remember you when this is all over.”

A gentle smile curved the corners of his mouth. “Thanks for helping.”

I waved and left the tent. The cabins were off the list. Good. One less place to inspect.

But had something gone wrong in Tommy and Trey’s friendship?
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I just got my very own double agent.

I was so happy I could have broken out in dramatic song.

I rounded the tent and breathed in the fresh air of the mountain with new purpose. The sun illuminated the red, orange, and brown leaves scattered across the ground. I kicked at them on my way to find Cory.

Shauna signaled me at the other end of the craft vendor tents. I hurried to catch up to her. “Hey. How was your morning? Thanks for taking my belongings to the cottage. Are you jealous of it or what?”

“Ha ha.” She snorted. “I love your place. But, by all means, forget the purple. Yuck.

“About the lodge, they allowed everyone back into the Pellat wing with an exception to your room and the room above yours. According to Spike at the front desk, the people occupying the second-floor room left in a hurry this morning.” She squinted one eye. “Something about them being scared to stay in a building like this one.”

I weaved my hand through Shauna’s arm, and we started walking. “Any new findings?”

“Jillian searched tax records on this place. Looks like they had to make a late payment two years in a row. Maybe things aren’t perfect here.”

I raised my brows. “We’ll have to ask about it.”

I told Shauna about my conversation with Tad and took out my phone. “Check out the unreal pictures I took on the tour.”

Shauna elbowed me and grinned. “And Cory? I want to know everything.”

“I keep telling you we’re work partners right now. That’s it.”

“I can see the glow on your face when you say his name. Stop lying.”

I halted in mid step. “Fine. You’re right. I like him. But I don’t have time to date, especially not long distance. And there’s no way he’s interested.”

“Love at first sight?” Shauna’s voice wiggled up and down like an elementary school kid announcing the ‘first comes love, then comes marriage’ taunt.

I wrinkled my nose. “I never believed in that.” Did I now? “Back to work talk. We need to find Cory.”

We checked every tent and even a few pavilions, but we couldn’t find him.

My stomach growled. A doughnut didn’t do much to fill a person, and it’d been a while since we’d eaten too. “You cooking us lunch?”

“Here.” She handed me a protein bar out of one of her many pockets. “It should help for now. There’s some oatmeal, or if you’re really hungry then there’re sandwich fixings in my room. Want to ditch Cory and go eat?”

Tempting. “I better not. Once we find Mr. Shravner, we can eat.”

We stopped at the picnic area and sat, watching some men move hay bales with tractors. I gestured toward them. “A maze? Is that what they’re doing?”

“Must be.”

Cory walked out from between the bales with another man who had to be a full four inches taller. The man seemed to pull the clouds with him as he stalked in our direction. Widow’s peak, graying hair, and barrel chested, the guy exuded authority from every pore. I had the impression he could’ve been one mean drill sergeant in his day.

I tapped Shauna’s arm. “That’s got to be our person of interest.”

Cory’s eyes softened when our gazes connected. Not him too. He was supposed to keep his aloof cowboy act so I wouldn’t be tempted to like him. I moved a little quicker to reach him. Had it really been less than one full day since I’d met him?

Cory introduced the robust fellow. “This is Ross Shravner. Ross, this is Ava Worthington and Shauna Pratley.”

“The detectives Connell hired?”

“The same.” I put out my hand. “Can we ask you some questions?”

His chest puffed out an inch. He wavered before taking my hand in a powerful grip, but I didn’t let him win the battle. I returned any equally hard handshake. Appreciation did not light in his eyes or remove the shadow of distaste on his well-tanned face. “What’s this about? Trey?” He almost spit out the name. “I don’t know what happened to the kid.”

“You sound somewhat hostile.” I narrowed my eyes a fraction.

He rocked on his heels. “Oh, no.” Before he continued, he seemed to shore up himself. “I might not’ve liked him, but big deal. Lots of people don’t like other people. They don’t kill because of it.”

I pulled my phone out and glanced at Shauna, who was silent beside me. “I’m sure you’ve been busy preparing for this festival for a while. What was your schedule like the day Trey was murdered?”

“Get to the point. You want to know what I was doing that afternoon.”

I nodded. If this tiny county had this many angry, taciturn people, I never wanted to live here.

Shauna put her hand to her side as if to ready for a gun fight. “Sir, if you could dial down the aggression, we’d appreciate it.”

For a full minute, he held a staring contest with my partner. And she didn’t back down either. He narrowed his eyes to a slit, making deep crinkles show at the corners of his stony eyes. “This year’s been way busier than past years. The Connells have expanded the festival activities. That means more equipment, more food, more everything. I did have a talk with Trey early that afternoon. I needed him to run some electric lines for the tents on the west end. But that’s all the interaction we had. Mrs. Connell met with me around two. We worked on the pavilion arrangement of tables and serving areas all afternoon. Then around four thirty I went to town to get more tent stakes.” He almost growled. “I was doing inventory and discovered someone misplaced a box of them. It’s important to line up all the supplies ahead of schedule to help things run smooth once it’s time to set up the event.”

I crossed my arms. “I bet that held you up big time.”

“Yeah, it did. They aren’t a standard size you can find anywhere.”

I could mark him off the list, at least as soon as I confirmed his whereabouts with Mrs. Connell and the store owners in town.

“Thanks for your time.”

Once he left, I grabbed my stomach. “I have to eat. Can we meet up in about a half hour, Cory?”

“Fine. I have some work to do on a fence in the back lot. Have the lobby clerk radio me when you’re ready to see Mr. Connell.”

Shauna and I made our way along the tents. I tried not to let instant worry eat my stomach into an ulcer as I contemplated Jillian. “How’s Jillian? She must’ve survived the throng of people since you’re still here.”

“It was weird. She managed to walk along the edge of the crowd and to the fireplace in the restaurant. As long as no one looked her in the eye, she seemed fine. But when they called us back to the lodge, she made a beeline for her room. I checked on her a few times. She was on her computer and looked OK.”

“That’s good to hear. Maybe she’s getting better, as she said.” We didn’t dare talk about what happened to start the whole phobic mess with our friend. It was best to not stir it up again.

Brian Falquist rushed in front of us with a loaded wheelbarrow.

I jerked back. “Whoa there. Oh, hey.” I should cross-reference what Ross Shravner said. “Got a minute?”

He lowered the wheelbarrow handles until it rested on its legs. The corner of his mouth dropped. “If I have to…to keep my job.”

I ground my teeth together. Another critic.

Shauna cleared her throat and crossed her arms. “Not you too. You people up here.”

His hands fisted. “You people? Watch it, lady.”

He didn’t know who he was addressing. I put my hand out to stop her. Shauna, keep it together, please. “No need to argue. We were speaking to Ross Shravner and he said Trey was helping him run cables the day of Trey’s murder. Did you see them?”

“I saw them and heard them. Ross was all up in his face yelling about the factory closing. Trey told him to be quiet.” He tapped his fingers on his chest as if playing a keyboard. “I didn’t even know that little fact until then.”

The argument could be an important piece of information. Why’d Mr. Shravner leave it out?

“That would affect your job status too.”

“No kidding.” His eyes became squinted lines. “But Mr. Connell said he still needs me around the farm. It’s some job security.”

“Did you see Mr. Shravner leave after the argument?”

“They both went separate ways after it.” He reached down and picked up the handles to the wheel barrow.

I backed away to let him pass. “Thanks for your help.”

He nodded and disappeared around the side of the bales of hay.

I began to turn. “Wait a minute. Brian originally said he didn’t know about the closing, but then he said Mr. Connell told him not to worry.”

“When did he get a chance to talk to the owner?”

Shauna made a check mark motion with her hand. “And he’s back on the list of suspects.”
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Digging up dirt on potential suspects was a fun way to spend my morning. Of course I felt bad that we had to know everyone’s dirty little secrets, but then again, it was the chocolate syrup on the ice cream in our line of work. I munched on a sandwich even though it was too early for lunch and began to talk with a mouthful of ham and Swiss. “What else did you dig up, Jillian?”

Jillian clucked her tongue while she searched several pages of notes and data. “Our murder victim had a high-paying job before he resigned and returned home. There isn’t any indication he had issues with the company or reasons to leave. I talked to the receptionist and a couple other people. They said he was a great worker. It’s a mystery why he left.”

“That’s contrary to Grandma’s speech.”

Rocking back in her chair, Jillian put her hands behind her head. “People change. She remembers the boy not the man.”

I picked some lint and a strand of hair off her sweater. “The late taxes could have something to do with why he had to come home, but not necessarily. Wouldn’t it be easier to borrow money from him than expect him to drop everything and help at home?”

Jillian shook her head. “I don’t know people. I don’t get their motives. You’re asking the wrong person.”

The bathroom door swung open. Shauna moseyed out, checked her camo shirt in the full-length mirror, and then joined us.

“It’s a hypothetical question. And it can’t be answered until we compile more pieces of this case.” I laid my head back for a moment then forced my body to get up. “I better go. Cory planned to give me a ride to the manor, but I think I’ll walk. We didn’t get the exercise I expected on the tour since Cory drove everywhere. See you later.”

Shauna had her own computer on Jillian’s dining table. “I’ll work on matching the tire treads we found with databases to make sure they belong to the delivery truck and not an unknown suspect’s vehicle.”

I said good-bye and stepped into the hall. The walk would be refreshing and Cory would be glad he didn’t have to cart me to one more place.

Or maybe I should stick to safety in numbers. Little doubt remained that my team had become the killer’s newest pet to torture.
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Should the fact that black birds were suddenly flying across the sky with ear-piercing screeches as if fleeing from some sonic disturbance tell me I was doing something stupid by walking alone to the mansion? The next thing I expected was to hear creepy horror movie music following me down the gravel road. But it shouldn’t take me long to get there. Why waste Cory’s time when I’d be there in a matter of minutes?

I draped my coat on my arm as I hiked across the grounds to the road and ignored the desire to take off in a full run. The lodge and mansion were about the same distance apart at this point. My stomach clenched. A couple birds worked hard to catch up to the flocks ahead.

Talk about fear, I needed to make that call to my dad…to face things. He stayed up late most nights. I’d call him before bedtime. In the meantime, I had to stop thinking about it and concentrate on the case and not the day I had quit.

Cory scuttled into my thoughts. The withdrawn, mysterious cowboy brought out all my P.I. instincts. If I could figure him out…no. I didn’t need to even be thinking about him—yet his nice gesture this morning spoke volumes. When was the last time anyone other than my partners had been so kind to me? And he didn’t push for answers. Was it respect? For me or Trey? That definitely hadn’t happened in ages when it came to me and men.

But I was on the job now. He could be as nice as he wanted, and I still had to be professional. Keep work in its place…and anything else under strong tabs.

Looking both ways, I crossed the street. I skirted the edge of the road the short distance to the manor’s driveway. The street had few vehicles traversing it.

I tromped up the road and stopped to get a look at the barn in the distance. It would make a beautiful pastoral painting. I snapped some photos then continued.

Scuffling sounded to my right. I turned. It could be the animals. A pig looked up at me but didn’t move.

The tension from the snake scare this morning must still be getting to me. I walked a little faster. There was no need to waste time anyway.

Another backward glance relieved my angst. One of the horses hung its head over the fence and watched me too.

I passed the barn and rounded the bend where the outbuildings and old smoke house were. Every time the manor came into view, my breath caught. Who wouldn’t fall in love with it?

All the main points of the investigation ticked off in my head. I didn’t want to miss anything. This case was important on a financial level.

Hopefully, the grandmother wouldn’t be at the manor. The woman made me uncomfortable. And I don’t understand why. But something in my gut kept twisting when I was around her.

The crack of a branch made me do a double-take in every direction. I was too far from the animals for them to be making the sound. Why didn’t I listen to my own instincts and have Cory pick me up?

Trees on both sides made it impossible to know whether it was human or wild animal. A human I could handle. A grizzly bear was another story.

I rushed up the drive, not stopping until I was at the manor’s front door. When I pushed the button, the doorbell rang twice instead of once. I winced.

Another look behind me revealed only the picturesque countryside and woodland.

Mr. Connell pulled the heavy door open. “Good timing. I was on my way to check the preparations before you showed. We can go to the fairgrounds together.”

I nodded since my mouth was too dry to speak. With a deep breath, I pushed away the silly fear.

“We’ll take my jeep.”

He opened the car door for me and gave me time to get seat belted before he started the engine. I managed to stammer my thanks.

He rested his hands on the steering wheel. His thin body seemed to cave in a bit as he slumped. “I’m sorry. I haven’t been myself.”

It was hard to keep my voice from cracking with my throat being so dry. “Who could be after what you’ve been through?”

He took a deep breath. “Tell me what’s come up so far.”

The vehicle lurched forward.

I fidgeted and scanned the area. “Do you think the bear is back?”

“I’m not sure. But it’s probably already headed up the mountain.”

At least I was in a vehicle if one appeared.

I gave him the main points of the investigation. “Ross Shravner says he was with your mother at the time of Trey’s—death. And everyone had nothing but nice things to say about Tommy Jenkins. Apparently, he was a friend of your son’s. And there were no obvious problems between them. It means he’s off the suspect list.” I faltered. “Sorry for your loss of him too. He sounded like a great worker.”

He stared ahead and held his breath.

“We’re looking at a few others and doing everything we can to get this case solved,” I continued. “I do have a few questions for you, though. Some of your tax bills were paid late last year and the year before. Could it be a connection to Trey’s death? Were there any gambling debts or liens on the farm? Anyone looking for money that could’ve taken a beating too far with your son?”

“No way.” At his forceful answer, I gave him a sharp look. “I don’t know why the bill was late. Maybe Mother forgot to pay it. But Trey never gambled. I would never do it either to take the chance of losing this land.”

I adjusted my seatbelt. “Has Sheriff Petty spoken to you about Tommy Jenkins’s accident?”

“I can’t believe how fast he got to the scene. It was no more than ten minutes. And that’s what I like about him. He’s trying hard to do his job.” He took a breath. “The only info he gave me was that Tommy was killed on impact.” His lips drew down. “He wanted us to keep the accident quiet. With the festival tomorrow and our town riding on the proceeds from the tourism, he has a good point.”

An accident. There it was again. “Anything else?”

“No.” His voice broke. “I’d tell you if I had anything new.”

In every case, it was not only my job to solve a crime or find a loved one but to comfort the hurting ones looking for answers. I patted his shoulder. “We’ll figure this out. I can’t promise you, but I’ll do everything in my power to solve Trey’s death.”

He stopped the jeep at the end of the drive and looked right then left. A sheriff’s office cruiser pulled in beside us. The dark-haired officer rolled his window down. “Sir, I’m looking for Deputy Holt. Have you seen him?”

I leaned closer to Mr. Connell to see out the driver window. The officer’s olive complexion reminded me of a Jewish friend from college.

John narrowed his eyes. “I told you I don’t want you on my property, Deputy Johnson.”

“This is police business. Can you please direct me to his location? I know he’s working the festival this week.”

My current employer’s icy tone made me do a double take between the two men. What did Mr. Connell have against the officer?

The officer made as if to get out of his cruiser.

John raised his hand and pointed down the road. “I imagine he’s in tent C.”

The officer eased back, put his seatbelt on, and then nodded at us.

When he pulled away, I frowned. Should I ask why he had reacted with such a strong dislike?

He leaned against the wheel, elbows resting along it. “Sorry.”

“Did something happen between you two?”

“I don’t take to his kind.”

Huh? The statement had too many insinuations to take at face value. “You mean the fact that he’s an officer?”

He eased the jeep onto the road and changed the subject. “I’ll drop you at the lodge entrance.”

He’d dismissed me just like that. Interesting. The wrong kind of interesting.
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The bitter wind wrapped its cold fingers around me and fought to keep hold, making the doors wobble open a second longer than usual as I headed straight for the reception desk at the lodge. The fire in the hearth killed off the coldness with a slow victory dance. “Can you call Shauna Pratley’s room and ask for Ava Worthington?”

The young guy with spiky hair picked up the phone and eyed me as he dialed. What was his name again? I checked his nametag that read Chase. “Ma’am, Cory Mortel is here at the front looking for Ava.” He hung up the phone a minute later. “She’s coming.”

When Shauna entered the foyer, I knew Ava had left without me. It didn’t make sense why I had the sudden urge to find the woman and give her two pieces of my mind. She’d freed up my day a little by going on her own. I’m the one who didn’t want to get involved or to add more work to my already long day, so why care? “Ava’s not here?”

“She walked to the manor. I guess she didn’t want to tie you up too much.”

“It’s no bother.” But it had been a problem to me only fifteen hours ago. I glanced out the front door. “Well, I better get going.”

I walked away and called over my shoulder, “Let her know she can have them radio me if she decides she needs me again.”

That didn’t sound too defensive, did it? Well, I didn’t care. Not really…

In the parking lot, I hit the hood of my truck with the side of my fist. First the bear and then the truck in the side of her room. She shouldn’t be wandering around alone right now. And I needed to be there to make sure she was safe.

Wait a minute. I did not need to keep her safe. She was a private eye for Heaven’s sake. I’m sure she had a gun stowed somewhere on her person whenever she was on duty or whatever a detective called their work time. She had to know how to protect herself. I was getting too close too fast. Slow down. Think. Don’t jump in. The warnings in my mind to keep my distance would not stop circling over and over. She didn’t need me protecting her. What happened the last time I’d acted as protector? My life fell apart.

In my truck, I stopped and pinched the bridge of my nose. Why did I always forget to pray first? I bent my forehead to the steering wheel. When I was done, peace centered in my chest where panic had survived on breadcrumbs of murder and treachery. But I still didn’t know what I was going to do about Ava. Or my wandering thoughts that involved never being alone again.
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Cory, Cory, Cory. He was right where I didn’t want him to be—on my mind for the millionth time. “I’d like to leave a note for Cory Mortel.”

The lodge concierge blinked. “I can call him for you.”

“That’s OK. Got any paper and a pen?”

He searched around for the items then set them in front of me.

What should I write? I pushed the paper and pen back. “Sorry. Never mind.”

He knit his brows together. “If you’re sure.”

I nodded and walked away. Shauna should be out front by now. I pushed the door open and moved across the lawn. There she was. “Jillian’s letting you borrow the SUV?”

Shauna held up the keys. “Let’s go. I want to get another look at the forest behind the outhouse.”

We were more prepared this time with all of our equipment.

At the yurt, we threw on hiking packs loaded with water, granola bars and other supplies. Shauna checked the batteries in her ultraviolet light.

Our high-resolution camera was secured in its padded case. Paper and plastic evidence bags were in a pocket somewhere. We probably wouldn’t find any evidence, considering the police had been all over the crime scene and because of the elapsed time, but one couldn’t be too prepared. “You want to take this equipment up to the other crime scene when we’re finished here?”

Shauna stopped patting the pockets. “We should if it’s not taped off anymore.”

We hiked up the hill past the outhouse to the woods. Shauna held a branch to the side for me to pass. “I wish you’d wear one of my camo shirts.”

“I’m not hunting. I don’t need to.”

Because some of the foliage had already blown off the branches, it wasn’t as dim within the forest. We took one slow step at a time. Too much trampling from the investigation muddied any chance of finding a lone print. We moved further in. Still nothing.

The undergrowth and rock outcroppings grew denser and the mountain steeper.

I moved away from Shauna to where a piece of plastic lay cradled between two rocks.

As I reached for it, an arm crushed me against a tree trunk. The intense pain of a broken branch stabbed me in the stomach and brought tears to my eyes. What was happening? I tried to wrench free and scream, but only a small sound made it. Whoever restrained me yanked my hair and tried to bounce my head against the trunk. This guy was big and sweaty even though the temperature must be in the low sixties. I wanted him off me. I wanted to kick and punch him for touching me, but I was pinned so hard to the tree I couldn’t even turn my head.

I heard Shauna tromping in my direction. “What are you doing?”

A grunt sounded behind me.

Ice cold metal and then searing pain etched across my neck. I gasped and clutched at my throat as the assailant fell back, almost dragging me with him.

“Don’t touch her, you—” a groan from the attacker finished the sentence. Shauna started yelling, and it echoed in my ears.

I twisted and pulled back my hand. Blood. My vision blurred as my heart pounded. How bad was it? Blood wasn’t gushing, so it might not be too bad. Thank God.

It took me a second to get my bearings to twist around and see who’d hurt me. A man in a black uniform scuffled on the ground with Shauna. I had to think fast. Had to help Shauna.

Finding a large rock, I slammed the rough stone down on the assailant’s shoulder. I hefted it again and aimed for the back of his head. With my eyes squeezed shut, I let it drop—but missed the mark, grazing the side of the guy’s head instead.

“Umph.” He released the hold he had on Shauna’s shirt and struggled to stand.

The rock tumbled out of my shaky grip.

Shauna rolled away. With a kick, she caught his shin then reached for the knife on her utility belt.

He lurched to his feet and looked back before stumbling deeper into the trees. He sprinted away before either of us dared follow, but I stumbled to my feet and half-jogged, half-staggered in the direction he escaped. Looking left then right, I scanned the forest. He was gone.

The cut on my neck stung. Light-headedness set the world spinning.

Shauna clutched her ribs.

I slumped against a tree and took a few deep breaths, one hand still on my neck. Terror clogged my voice. “He cut me. He didn’t get you too, did he?”

“No. We have to call 9-1-1.”

My friend crawled over to me. “I need to see it. Is it bad?”

“I’m OK. It’s…not too deep.”

Shauna pulled away my hand. “It’s more than a scrape, but it’s not too bad.”

Tears were in Shauna’s eyes. I’d never seen Shauna cry before. “I’m fine. You’re OK?”

Shauna took a ragged breath as she stood, one hand on a knotty tree, and began looking along the leaf-strewn ground. “I am, I think. He kicked my gun away. I…I don’t know where it went.”

“Let’s get out of here before he comes back. I didn’t hit him very well. Did you hit him in a place where we would see a mark if we find him?”

“No,” Shauna grumbled.

The gun handle showed from under huge oak leaves. Shauna scooped it up and put it back in a hidden holster.

Shauna and I stumbled a couple times as we limped through the field and past the outhouse. I prayed the whole way, tears blurring my view.

Shauna and I must have looked like a comedy act as we bumbled our way back to the SUV. She pressed her hand against her stomach. Judging by the way she hunched, Shauna had her own abdominal bruises.

Once Shauna locked the SUV’s doors, we both wilted into our seats, barely able to put on seatbelts. Shauna turned the key, gunned the engine, and pulled out without looking either direction.

“I need the first aid kit.” My collar had started to soak with blood.

Shauna retrieved the kit from between the seats and tossed it in my lap, veering back and forth in the process. What good would a mini first aid kit do me if we tangoed with one of the oaks along the edge of the road? “We have to call the police.”

I pawed through the kit for some gauze and antibacterial cleanser. “We can’t.”

“What? You say that like it’s a choice.”

The trees whizzed past us. A new form of fright filled me. “Slow down before you kill us.”

“Start talking. Why can’t I call them? What are you keeping from me?”

Using the mirror on the back of the sun visor, I examined the burning, three-inch cut. “I think the sheriff’s involved in Trey’s death.”

The tires squealed in rebellion when Shauna slammed the brakes and yanked the wheel to pull over. “You’re crazy.” She squinted at my wound. “It doesn’t look like you lost much blood, but you must’ve if you’re going to talk nonsense.”

I tore off some medical tape and positioned it on the edge of some gauze to place on my neck. Shaky fingers made it hard to get it on the right spot. “When the delivery truck hit the lodge, the sheriff called it an accident. And when I talked to Deputy Tad on the festival grounds, he called it an accident too. Why are they insisting it’s accidental when there’s proof it most likely isn’t? And Sheriff Petty got to the scene awfully fast.” He must’ve been around the back of the lodge while I dressed in my closet and snuck to the front. According to Mr. Connell, it took the sheriff no more than ten minutes to arrive. You know the nearest town’s twenty, twenty-five minutes away.”

“Because he was already in the area on another call? You’re making something out of nothing.”

I could not believe my friend wanted to be dense about this. “Then explain why the sheriff doesn’t want us to investigate?”

Shauna toyed with the keychain hanging from the ignition. “Nobody wants us in their way, on any case we’ve done.”

“But this is different.” Why wasn’t she as convinced as I was?

“No, it’s not.” Shauna pulled back onto the road. “We have to at least talk to Cory.”

“Immediately.” Could I get a hold of him quick enough?

We stopped in front of the lodge, and I hopped out of the vehicle. “I’ll meet you at the front desk. Hurry.”

I willed my noodle legs to move to the door where I paused to get a breath and to talk myself into some stronger willpower.

Spiky Hair caught my eye as soon as I walked through the door. A few deep breaths didn’t slow my pounding chest. Even clasping my hands together didn’t keep them from shaking. “Could you call Cory for me?”

“Sure thing.”

He picked up the radio handset. “Ava Worthington is requesting your service here at the lodge.”

Shauna rushed through the door and tugged on my arm as she held her side. “To Jillian’s room.”

Jillian admitted us so fast she must’ve been standing by the door. Her jaw dropped when her eyes fell on the gauze bandage on my neck. “What happened?”

Shauna pushed past me and took over the storytelling. When she got to the fight, she swung her hands as if to show how she injured our attacker. “And I kicked him you know where. Then I punched him in the stomach.” The movement made her take a second to bend over a bit and take a breath. “But he got me too. At least I didn’t get cut.”

“How deep is it? This is why you need to invest in a satellite phone.” Jillian’s voice went up an octave, her eyes wide and breath growing heavy.

I put my hand to the wound. “Not bad. No stitches needed. And how do you think I could afford one of those phones on the salary of a part time handyman, part time investigator? Well, slash the handyman part.”

Jillian frowned and swung her arms around in the air. “Figure it out.” Now she was mad. Was she ready to cut loose and have an all-out yelling match with me? “You can’t take these kind of risks—”

Shauna tottered toward the couch and lowered herself with care. “Ow.”

Jillian stopped and folded her arms tight against her body.

We hadn’t looked at Shauna’s injuries yet.

My hands continued to shake. It took a lot of mental mettle to focus on Shauna. “Lift your shirt. Let’s see how bad your bruises are.”

She rolled her eyes but pulled it up some. Welts and some purple were starting to rise in several spots. A couple tear trails stained her cheeks. She might try to look tough, but I saw her fright under it all.

I took a closer look. “Hey you got your purple even though you didn’t want it.”

It took Shauna a second to get the joke. “Ha-ha.”

A knock at the door made us all flinch. If I hadn’t stopped myself, I would’ve jumped behind the far side of the couch to hide.

Jillian looked through the peephole for a whole thirty seconds before opening it.

When Cory walked into the room, he took his hat off then stopped cold. “What’s going on?”

I covered the bandage with my hand but it was too late.

He strode toward me and pulled away my hand.

I gave Shauna a wide-eyed stare. If his face said it all, then even though I’d survived a knife attack I wasn’t going to survive his tongue lashing. “We had a problem in the woods behind the crime scene.”

Shauna stammered, but I cleared my throat and silenced her with a glare. “Someone attacked us up there, but I’m fine. Shaken up, but fine. Shauna got a few bruises as well, but we got our hits in and he fled.”

Shauna couldn’t keep her mouth shut. “He sliced her with a knife.”

Cory exploded. “What? Why were you out there alone if you knew a killer was still free? I could’ve taken you on the trail horses.”

I had walked alone to the manor house that morning. Was I even closer to death then too? Had the killer been following me? Maybe a human had made the noises in the forest, not an animal?

Cory stalked back and forth in front of us like a lion protecting its cub, eyes fierce. He stopped and drew closer, staring at my neck. I held as still as possible, fighting the urge to like how close he was.

It was hard to avoid Cory’s glittering eyes when they found mine. He frowned. “Why haven’t the police arrived?”

He wasn’t going to like my answer any more than Shauna had. I said slowly, “We didn’t call them.”

It was obvious what his next questions would be, so I answered him before he asked.

He took a step back and crossed his arms as I explained. The pulse in his neck beat strong, teeth gritted. “I’m not leaving any of you again. I want you all to keep locked down in this room unless I’m here to take you where you need to go.”

No way was he telling me what to do. Only Mr. Connell could make that call. Shauna and I protested. “You have to work. We can’t expect you to do that for us. And we don’t need a babysitter.”

“How many days are you going to be here?”

I sank onto the arm of the couch. “Until Monday, unless we need to stay longer for the investigation.”

“It’s not enough days to cause too much trouble. I’ll get one of the other guys to run the hunting trips.”

“Are you sure? What about the festival?”

“Oh, right. Let me think.”

Shauna sat forward. “I can handle myself, but I see why you’d want to protect Ava.”

I smacked Shauna across the arm. Oops. She had some major bruises I just made worse. “Sorry.”

With a grimace, Shauna rubbed her arm. “Do it again, sister…”

I pulled away from her fisted hand and laughed.

He stepped close to me again but looked to Shauna. “I’m serious.”

Shauna winced as she felt her ribs. “Fine. But just so you know, I’m the bodyguard in our agency. You can trust me to take care of my partners. I did lay a whooping on the guy. He’s going to be sorer than me for a few days.”

I held my breath. He was so near. He watched me for a long moment, his body heat embracing me. But as fast as he’d jumped to over protective brother, Cory strode backward and rubbed his forehead. He didn’t look me in the eye as he seemed to wrestle with an inner battle.

Giving us a wide berth, Jillian went to her computer, the determined knit of her brows saying a lot. If we weren’t determined before, now we were like lionesses after prey. Nothing was going to stop us.
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Cory

 

Good thing I backed off. I needed to cool it. But if they’d let me escort them to their destinations, I wouldn’t have overreacted when they got hurt. But still…I didn’t want Ava to think I was a mean guy. How would I fix it?

I faltered and cleared my throat. “Nothing can happen while I’m responsible for you. Mr. Connell is counting on me, and I’ll find a way to guard you until your work is finished here.”

All the things I needed to fix at the farm ticked through my mind. I’d managed to replace the boards on the back fence this morning. Some of the farm equipment was sitting in pieces in the barn. And the hay still needed to be harvested in the west field. Nothing too important. The boss told me to take care of the women. I’d do it even if I had to work late into the night to get to the other things. But the only job I couldn’t figure out was who had the ability to take over the trail rides. The festival might shut down hunting parties but not the scenic horse rides.

A tiny red line started to seep through Ava’s bandage. I pointed to it. I was adept at wound care. I wish she’d let me redress it, but she went to look in the mirror and did it herself. I stopped myself from following her. That would be odd when it was only across the room. “I need to go to my cottage.” She tried to pull her coat over the new gauze bandage. “To change clothes.”

Now that I had a good hold on my attitude, I eased back on my haunches. “Let’s go.”

Shauna checked the bruises on her arms again. “I’ll stay here with Jillian. You keep my other bestie safe.”

I laced my arm through Ava’s and pulled her a little closer as we headed to Old Holler. I should’ve kept some distance. Why hadn’t I? But the softness of her coat and firmness of her grasp did something to my insides.

At her cottage, I waited outside, pacing around the side and back of the house.

Her body pressed against my side had seemed so right. Was it? Was God working something out I didn’t want to admit to right now?

When she came out, she had a thick turtleneck shirt thingy on. It covered the dressing well. “Can you see it?”

“No.”

“Good.”

We sat in the truck, not moving. My gaze roved over the trees around the fields, even up and down the road. “I don’t know what to think about Petty being a murderer. Is it possible? I guess. But how do you bring someone like him down when he has so much sway in this community? It’ll be hard to get a jury in this county to convict him if he’s guilty.”

“It could be a problem down the road, but sheriffs are elected officials. He won’t get in again if they even minutely suspect he did the crime.”

A car passed on the road. “I don’t know how you handle being in danger when you’re doing P.I. work.”

“Most of my cases are wives suspecting their husbands of cheating and finding lost loved ones like in adoption cases. This is unusual for us. Not that I don’t want to do more cases like this one, though.”

I played with a tattered string on the seat in between us. “I hope the job brings in enough money for it to be worth nearly dying.”

She laughed. “It does when I have a case, but there can be weeks between cases. That’s part of starting out only a year ago and being young. Sometimes potential customers don’t think I look old enough to be capable.”

“So a pretty face doesn’t get you everything.” Oops. That didn’t come out right.

She grinned and looked down. “No, it doesn’t. That’s where my second job came in…until last week anyway—when I quit.”

“What happened?”

“I worked for my dad in his handyman company. Now, the problem with job number two was the fact that I’m a girl. Apparently, gender affects ability as much as a pretty face.”

“You quit because you’re a girl?” Nothing came out right. It sounded more like a joke than a serious question.

“No—because a person can only take being patronized and questioned by their father and their co-workers so much.”
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Ava

 

The sunny sky didn’t match the dark works of the day. I scanned the road and trees around the beat-up truck. My cottage was in good view of the road, but partially secluded in a copse of trees. I fidgeted. Was it because I was sitting beside Cory in his truck, or were the day’s events wearing me down?

What had Cory asked me? I gave him a sideways glance. “My dad? It’s a big mess that you probably don’t want to hear.”

He scooted a couple inches closer. “I do.”

Why would he care what my story was? Did he notice the same attraction I felt? I hunched my shoulders. The searing pain in my neck was almost enough to distract from his closeness. “If you’re sure.” Keep it short. He’d run quick if he thought I was too complicated. Didn’t most men? “He’s always been so condescending and critical, always checking up on me and redoing things I already finished.”

Cory wouldn’t understand. To have a father that thought you couldn’t do right and to have to work for him was…was what? Demeaning?

“I see why you quit.”

I put my hand on the seat. This case was as much about the money as it was about getting away. Not running away—or was I? At least out here my focus would be on finding answers and not dwelling on the last week of no phone calls or talks with my dad. It actually hurt more as the time went by, not less. Funny. But not in a good way.

I studied Cory. He didn’t need to know all that. “But my investigator business is picking up some. It won’t be long before I won’t need a second job.”

He pointed out the back window. “I inherited that little mountain way over there. It’s about thirty acres.”

“Oh yeah?” A whole mountain. That was pretty cool. I eased around to gaze in the direction he indicated. “From your parents?”

“No, a great uncle I used to spend summers with willed it to me. It has a little house on it, but it’s all I need.”

I turned back to him. “Did you grow up around here?”

“No.” He looked away. His voice became strained. “Baltimore. That’s my hometown.”

At least he answered which was more than I expected since he was so keen on being anonymous. “That is a big change.” Why was it so hard for him to talk more about himself? “That would be hard to adjust to, I’d think.”

He didn’t elaborate on his life. To be fair, I didn’t either.

Cory slid back behind the wheel and changed the subject. “How are we going to investigate Petty?”

“We?” I grinned. He was getting the detective bug too. “If we talk to people around town we might find a direction to go in or a tip to follow. If he did it, there’s evidence somewhere. It just has to be found.”

An orange car with huge aftermarket tires passed us, the driver sitting close to the wheel. “Hey, there’s José. I wonder why he’s leaving mid-shift. Should we follow him?”

“It couldn’t hurt.”

When the little car got some distance away, he pulled onto the road.

Ten minutes later, José parked in front of a beat-up trailer. Cory pulled over some distance away.

José got out and pulled something from the backseat.

I squinted. “Is that a bow?”

“It is. What’s he hunting this time of day?”

When José looked up as the front door slammed against the thin aluminum siding, we followed his gaze.

I yelped. “That’s Tad.” I caught Cory’s eye. “I don’t get it.”

He shrugged and continued to watch the interaction. “Roll your window down. Maybe we can catch what they’re saying.”

I did as he asked. “Could you get closer?”

“I think they’ll notice me. It’s not worth the chance.”

With my body pressed against the door, I put my head out as much as possible. Wind blew against my face. Their voices carried enough to get most of the words.

José waved the bow in the air and kept gesturing to the back of the house. “Man…you’re the one who wanted to kill something.”

My mouth dropped open, heart pounding in my chest. Did this have to do with Tommy’s death?

Tad’s hand went to his forehead. “I can’t believe you’re blaming me. You’re the one who came to me for help. Look, you should’ve been more careful. I told you to aim for the center, but no, you wouldn’t listen.”

Please tell me I didn’t miss a small wound when I checked Tommy Jenkins. It would be devastating to my career to miss something like that.

José thrust the bow at him. “You have to take this. It can’t be found at my place.”

Cory’s touch startled me. My hand went to my neck.

I turned back to watch.

The broad shouldered Mexican cursed and stamped the ground. “That woman questioned me. I don’t think she believed me about being home alone when Connell died, and if she comes over and investigates and finds this, we’re both in trouble.”

“You better not spill the truth. I’m not losing my badge over this.”

Was I hearing a confession? A law enforcement officer was involved all right, but not Petty. I shook my head. Tad had never been a suspect.

Throwing the door open, I scrambled out of the truck and stormed toward the pair.

Cory raced after me and seized my arm. “You can’t confront them now.”

“It’s my only chance. I have to catch them in the act.”

I pulled away, and Cory let me go but walked next to me, his hand resting on something in his back pocket.

Tad halted in midsentence, and José turned to see what caught his attention. The big guy thrust down his hands. “Man.”

I stopped twenty feet from them. “You shot someone with that. You need to start talking Tad.”

Tad’s face reddened, and his Adam’s apple bobbed. “Where’d you come from?”

“If you go to the police station with us now, we can talk to the people in charge and get you help. A lesser—”

“For what…shooting a deer?” José backed up with slow steps that threatened to turn to a full run for his car. “That’s a fine, not jail time.”

I gave a sideways glance. “Deer?” Hadn’t Shauna told me it was turkey bow season? Deer season started much later. “Start explaining now.”

Tad collapsed onto the bottom step of the stoop. “You’ve mixed this all up, Ms. Worthington.”

That was obvious. “Why don’t you tell it to me straight?”

Tad laughed. Odd time to laugh. “José wanted some lessons on bow hunting. Problem was, my schedule has been all over the place, so I couldn’t do it until yesterday. We set up a target in the back and took a few shots.” He breathed hard. “Out of nowhere this buck jumps out and José points at it and shoots, just like that. I couldn’t believe it.”

I furrowed my brow. “So how does that equate to you losing your badge?”

“He hit it wrong, and I had to shoot it with my firearm because it was suffering, and I don’t own any other gun.”

José rubbed the back of his neck. “Sorry, man. I wasn’t thinking.”

Cory brought his hand away from his pocket and crossed his arms.

Something more had to have caused their panic. They were leaving out something. “If you fire your deputy’s gun you have to file paperwork on it.”

“I didn’t file and was hoping nobody would find out. I realize how stupid that is now.”

I wiped my face with my hands. “I don’t know what to say to all this.”

Tad leapt to his feet. “Look, I’m an idiot, I know. But you really should work on your eavesdropping skills.”

I wanted to laugh. “I will.”

José cleared his throat. “I don’t have five hundred dollars—”

Tad grunted. “Could be up to a thousand-dollar fine.”

Cursing, José punched the air. “You want to worry about something, you shouldn’t worry about something like this, miss. You should be asking yourself why Sheriff Petty’s wrapped around Mrs. Connell’s hand. He’s—”

“It’s finger.” An innocent vernacular mistake, but it still made me want to snicker.

Cory covered his mouth, but his face lit up too.

I took a few steps closer to him. Sheriff Petty involved with the old lady? “You know something about it?”

He clamped his mouth shut.

“Please,” I begged. “I want justice for Trey. Whether you got along with him or not, you must want the same thing.”

My plea did not move José to speak at all even though he began to wriggle under my stare. “No, I won’t.” He shook his head. “I won’t say another word. You figure it out, OK? But don’t let Trey’s murderer get away with it.”

An appeal. His tone pleading. So he did care even if Trey had killed his beloved pet.

No way was I getting anything out of the sheriff’s deputy.

It was time to go. “I’ll let you two sort out the deer situation.”

They both melted against the porch.

I avoided looking Cory in the eye as I held my chin up and headed back to the truck. Maybe I had jumped in a little fast, but it was worth the outcome. After that conversation, my gut told me José had no involvement in Trey’s death. Maybe he wasn’t willing to talk, but I saw the flicker of care in his eye. And Jillian had confirmed the television schedule he’d claimed to have watched along with show summaries on the day Trey was killed.

But the little he said in our conversation filled my suspicious heart to the brim with a new direction to investigate.
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Cory

 

I did not believe in bad luck until now. But before, it was happening to Ava. Now she was pulling me into the orbit of her maniacally dangerous and downright frustrating situations.

The sun warmed my back as I slammed the hood of Old Holler and looked across the empty green fields at the base of the Blue Ridge Mountains. “It’s the timing belt. Snapped in half.”

“Things keep getting better.” Ava’s crossed arms and slumped shoulders warned of a possible meltdown at any moment. How was she going to get any work accomplished with all the mishaps she’d been party to the last couple days?

“I have a belt at my place. I’ve been meaning to replace it for a couple weeks now. Sorry.” I winced and shoved my hands in my pockets. “And I hate to say it, but I left my radio in the barn.”

I moved to stand in front of her. Tendrils of hair started to line her face again. If I could wrap one around my finger and feel—I pulled away fast. She drew me in ways I hadn’t thought I’d ever let a woman do again. It was frustrating and exhilarating at the same time. And it would take a massive amount of willpower to stop myself. But did I truly want to? Her fearless nature and ability to keep moving even after bodily harm had me. “You’ve had a terrible day. What you need is a little relaxation in God’s country. No more thinking about the case, no more putting your life in your hands for the rest of the afternoon.”

She puffed out her cheeks. “And you know how to make that happen? Which, of course, is going to include a three mile walk back to the farm?”

“Sure do. Follow me.” I held out my hand and regretted doing so just as fast. This fell in the realm of leading a woman on, and it wasn’t right. Come Monday, she’d be gone, and I’d be happy to have my life of quiet privacy returned to normal. But my willpower refused to jump back to life like Old Holler on the side of the road.

She didn’t hesitate to wrap her hand around mine. The warmth of her fingers radiated up my arm. Although I admit I took advantage of her euphoria from our earlier circumstances.

I gave her hand a little squeeze and a smile to match. I could let myself live a little. It was only for a few days. “Farrow Creek isn’t far from here. It’s more of a river, but there’s nothing as beautiful unless you go further up the mountain to the falls. I have some snacks under my seat and probably a couple water bottles.”

“Great. Let’s go.”

Good, the snacks were there after all. I grabbed them and the water.

We walked in silence for a while. She glanced at me off and on. I hated the way my eyes kept trailing back to her.

Ava broke the silence. “Now José’s off the hook. But what he said makes Petty look even more suspicious.”

“I thought we agreed not to talk about the case. Clear your mind. Like this.” I let go of her hand and pursed my lips, bringing my hands together in a mock meditation pose.

“Not happening.” She giggled and pulled me along.

How long had it been since I’d trusted another human enough to let go of the silent demeanor and palpable wall of protection around my being?

When we reached the creek, I dropped down on a rock and invited her to join me. “See what I mean? Look at the minnows and crawfish right there.”

She leaned forward and studied the water. “You’re right. They’re almost camouflaged.”

The water gurgled and rushed over huge boulders, and from somewhere close the sweet smell of honeysuckle wafted. I breathed it in. “Smell that? It’s kind of late in the season for it to be here.”

“I love it.” Ava leaned back on her hand. “You were right. This is God’s country.”

Now if the crazy bad luck stayed away for just a couple more hours…
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Ava

 

I’m sure I lost my mind somewhere between getting out of the old truck and ten feet in front of it when I accepted Cory’s hand. As far as I was concerned, this new Cory had too many parts of my body overreacting with emotions I had no intention of harboring like a fugitive.

And now he put a few plugs in for God. Men didn’t mention God randomly. I focused on the lace patterns of stark shadow and light on the trees and then turned my attention to a small waterfall below some almost fluorescent green covered rocks on our detour. The coolness of the rock we basked on climbed up my calves as I rubbed a tiny pebble between my fingers. What was the best way to broach the subject of religion? Everything I wanted to say sounded invasive to my own ears. For someone as closed off as Cory, it would be the worst invasion of privacy. Couldn’t I enjoy the moment and worry about it later? But we were called to go forth and spread God’s word…

Five minutes passed. Nope. I had to address it. I sat up and wrung my hands together. “You believe in God? Like, in Christ?”

“Yes.”

I didn’t have to prompt him when he gave me a full description of his beliefs as I sat back and looked to the heavens with a smile. “Me too.”

He seemed as relieved as me. He bumped his shoulder into mine and grinned. Who would believe he was the same guy who told me to mind my own business only a day ago? This Cory opened up more than I thought possible. “That’s one thing in common. Now, tell me how you met your business partners.”

I swatted at a gnat. “We met in sociology class our sophomore year of college. All of us majored in criminology, except Shauna ended up dropping out at the end of the year and going into the military. But we managed to keep in touch until she was discharged earlier this year.”

“I see now.”

“Yeah, she hasn’t fully recovered. Still thinks she’s a soldier.” An understatement.

“There’s nothing wrong with that.”

“Don’t even ask about Jillian. She is who she is and that’s all.” I screwed up my face. It wasn’t the way I intended to say it, but her story was not mine to tell.

He didn’t seem to be offended by my outburst. “Got it.”

“Sorry. That sounded rude. She just doesn’t want us to talk about it, and I respect her wishes. I’m sure you can imagine what could make someone the way she is.”

He nodded.

I turned off the part of my brain that wanted to review Jillian’s horrid past but still got a chill.

Instead, we talked about the wildlife in the area and the amazing colors of the leaves. He was right, the little excursion had eased all my muscles and removed the tension of the day.

When it was time to leave, Cory helped me stand. “We better get back to the road. Maybe someone’ll have mercy and drive us to the farm.”

I paused to dust myself off then caught up to him. “What’s the plan when we get back?”

“You’re the one in charge of plans.”

“OK then. I need to spend some time with Jillian and Shauna.”

“And after you finish?”

I scratched my cheek. It might be cool but not enough to kill the blasted mosquitoes. “I’m free tonight. I’m taking your advice and resting.”

Cory kicked a rock. “Would you like to go see something with me?”

“What?”

“It’s a surprise.”

I feigned a near faint. “I don’t know if I can take any more surprises.”

“This is a good one.”

“What time do you want to leave?”

He bobbed his head back and forth. “I should be finished replacing the belt in about two hours, considering I have to pick up the part at my place and get a ride back to the truck.”

“How about six thirty?”

“I can make it work.”

Crunching gravel made us turn. I shuddered. The sheriff’s car approached. Maybe I should dive into the underbrush. I did not want a mental head-on collision with the sheriff right now.

Cory held his ground and bent low when the window rolled down. “Hello, Sheriff.”

“I saw your truck a ways back. Broke down?”

“It did. I’m on my way to get parts and fix it. Don’t worry. I won’t leave it on the side of the road.”

The sheriff nodded and looked away. He quirked his mouth. “Looks like you were on private property a minute ago.”

“We stopped to see the creek. That’s all.” Cory’s voice didn’t waiver. “Could we get a ride with you to the farm?”

The sheriff’s gaze lingered on the road and returned to Cory. “I’m not obliged to do that, Mr. Mortel. You should’ve kept your vehicle in better shape. We don’t need your kind around here messing up the view. Get it off the side of the road by tonight.”

He rolled up the window and left us standing there.

The nerve of the guy. My cheeks warmed even though he wasn’t being condescending toward me but Cory. “I can’t believe he said that. And even worse, he refused to help us.”

Cory shook his head. “You might be right about him.”
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Ava

 

What was the best way to convince my friends to go have a little fun when we were in the middle of the scariest case we’d ever had? Shauna remained splayed across the couch most of the afternoon, and Jillian did her nervous dance around her electronics ever since we got back with our cuts and bruises.

After dinner, my friends and I left Cory in the reception area while we put away the food. Once I placed the ketchup inside, I closed the adorable little refrigerator which stood about four feet. “Shauna, you feeling any better? Cory wants to take us to see something in town. You’ve been cooped in this room all afternoon.” Then I reeled on Jillian and put on my best persuasive face. “And you can search public records on Sheriff Petty when we get back.”

Jillian shook her head.

“It’ll be fun. I’m sure.” Straightening the other food supplies, I waited for Shauna to jump in and convince Jillian she should go with us, but she was quiet. I shifted from foot to foot and gave Shauna strong eye contact. It wouldn’t be right to leave them again while I went out to have a good time.

Instead, Shauna pressed me for more details.

“I don’t have any, but it beats sitting in here on lockdown.”

Jillian ran her fingers through her hair then moved the papers on her desk. “I could stay in the vehicle if I need to, I guess.”

“Great.” It was never that easy before to convince her to go to public places. I studied her before moving to the door. Cory wasn’t the only one to be transformed. Was it in the water? I hurried before any of them changed their minds. “I’ll let him know.”

Cory’s face lit up when I rested against the door. He pushed off the rich leather-colored wall where he’d been relaxing. “So we’re going?”

“Yeah. Jillian and Shauna will follow us.” I looked away. “Jillian will probably stay in her vehicle though.”

“But then how can I keep an eye on her?”

“That SUV has an extreme alarm system. She’ll be fine.”

Leaving him there, I returned to my friends. “Come on. Let’s go.”

Shauna had upgraded to a pink camo shirt. I chuckled at her idea of dressing up for the night.
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Ava

 

This little town twenty or so minutes from Stone Ridge Farms had all the right scenery for a movie, where the perfect, fake façade hides the true horrors of the country.

I pursed my lips as the four of us stopped across the street from a building in the center of town. Its warehouse-like design created an aura of nostalgia, with its crumbling brickwork and old, exposed wood framework for what used to be some kind of awning. Country music seeped through the cracks of the large façade. Cory’s face fell in shadows as he stood beside me, and we waited for Jillian to decide to go in or to stay.

He leaned into me and whispered, “There’re a lot of people in there. You may want to leave her in her safe zone.”

His soft breath sent a chill down my neck. I squirmed and avoided his eyes. What was wrong with me? I needed some distance to catch a breath and quail the butterflies in my stomach.

Jillian scoped out the area and squinted up at the huge picture window on the second story where a crowd of people were visible. “I’ll stay out here, but I can call you if I change my mind.”

Reaching into my pocket, I checked for my phone. At least there’d be service here. Good. I pulled it out and unlocked the screen. “Mind if I check my messages?”

Cory ushered me under a street lamp. “Take your time.”

I flicked through my social media sites and e-mails. Nothing of immediate concern. Most of my associates knew I was away for the week. But one e-mail popped out at me. Dad. I refused to taint my already difficult vacation with his ranting message about my lack of maturity on quitting out of the blue. At least that’s how he’d see it.

I thrust the phone back in my pocket and took a deep breath. It wasn’t worth beating my fists in the air. Not in front of an audience.

Cory furrowed his brow, but I shook my head. “Nothing to worry about. Let’s have a good time.” Could I? Or was the unread message going to eat away at the already slim chance I had at unwinding for a couple more hours? “Now can you tell me where you brought us and what’s going on in there?”

As we headed through the old wooden doors, I glanced up the stairs. Cory wasn’t taking us to a bar, was he? I pressed my lips together and looked around for a warning of what was to come. I didn’t do the bar scene—ever.

“It’s Chloe’s Dance Studio.”

“Oh.” Not a clear answer. I scanned photos lining the walls. “I don’t get it. Why are we here?”

He held an inner door open. Music blasted toward us, and the smell of newly waxed floors attacked my senses. I sidled through the crowd of people talking and laughing and made my way over to the corner.

Shauna elbowed me and frowned. “A small town has its own definition of fun.”

Where had Cory gone? I checked the room from one end to the other before spotting him at a long table of drinks, finger food, and desserts. He headed back toward us with plastic cups in his hands and passed them to Shauna and me. There it was again, that thoughtful nature of his.

It was hard to hear him when he started to speak. “I thought you might like to see the participants of tomorrow’s festival competition practice. It’s a big thing in these parts.”

I turned to the large group of men and women in the center of the room dancing in a circle. The women’s skirts flowed and spun with each move. I’d never seen line dancing in real life. One second my friend had been scoffing, but now the entertainment had Shauna’s undivided attention.

I had to force my shoulders down as I sipped on the sweet apple cider Cory had handed me. This stuff must be the town’s main beverage, but I’d take it anytime. If I couldn’t relax and enjoy the night, this would be a good time to question some of the townsfolk. I could also ask around about all the best hangout places the sheriff’s officers were most likely to be found. And I might see what type of a reputation Brian Falquist had in the small community.

Cory’s hand on my arm stopped all the thoughts speeding through my mind—except the ones that were hyperaware of him. “A good part of the town turns out every year for this event. You might want to try some of the pies over there. Some of the women around here try to butter everyone up with a taste test before they enter them in the pie contest. But be careful. Some of them’ll swoop in like buzzards to get your vote.”

“I’m not on any voting committee. I’m here for work, remember?”

“Oh, there are no official judges. It’s up to the general public. There’ll be a ballot box at the end of the table of pies in the pavilion for anyone that wants to vote.”

I took a good look at the array on the table. “That’s a different approach. Sounds fun. And I bet I can get them all to talk while I’m taste testing.”

“Thought you were here to take a break?” He gave me a wide-eyed stare.

I frowned. “Don’t think I can. Not tonight.”

“Want company or think you can handle them?”

So, so nice. “I got this.”

He pulled me back before I stepped into the crowd. “Keep an eye on that lady there with the short hair. She’ll say anything to get your vote.”

I nodded and squeezed his arm in acknowledgment before walking to the food table. His hard-muscled forearm had as much strength as the lamppost we’d stood under minutes ago. I had to fan myself.

The aromas of apple, rhubarb, and lemon pies filled the air. It might be more difficult than I imagined to pick just one pie as the best once I got a close look at the beautiful masterpieces.

Sure enough, the one lady Cory had warned me about was at my side before she could even scoop a slice onto my plate.

“You must try this one.”

Before I said a thing, the woman dropped a piece of latticework apple pie beside the piece I’d already chosen. “Oh, hi. I’m—I can’t wait to get to the festival tomorrow. I heard about the pie contest.”

“Ramona Sherberg.” She pointed long, polished nails at herself. “You won’t find a better texture then my pie.”

I oohed and ahhed over the pie until Ramona gave me some space. I had to admit it was one of the best apple pies I’d tasted.

It didn’t take long for an array of women and a couple men to flank and tell me something special about their desserts. There must be one massive award for this many to take the contest so serious. To Ramona, I yelled over the crowd, “What’s the prize for this contest?”

The owner of a lemon meringue delight spoke up, “It’s a vacation for two at the silo cottage. One week with all meals included at the lodge. That package is worth almost two thousand dollars.”

Another woman peeked over my shoulder and spoke in a raspy, yet feminine voice. “And you can take the vacation whenever you want.”

Would they be so keen to win if they knew there were two murders at the farm and not just one? I scooted closer to the table and took a sliver offered by the quietest woman in the group. With all of them so keen for attention I unleashed my diabolical plan. “You all heard about the murder at Stone Ridge?”

A collective sigh surrounded me.

“No one deserves that kind of death.”

I turned to the owner of that voice. A young, blonde woman’s attention bounced between me and the dancing group up next. I liked her cute boots. “I’m Ava. You knew him?”

A couple others snickered. “She more than knew him.”

That made my eyebrows shoot up before I schooled my face.

The woman shrank back and crossed her arms, her face pinched. Her big curls sprang around her face. “We went out a few times.”

This lady was definitely someone I wanted to interrogate. I lowered my voice as much as I dared. “Do you mind speaking with me about Trey?”

The woman bobbed her head sending the curls into another frenzy.

I held up my index finger and addressed the pie makers surrounding me to the point of suffocation. “We’ll be right back. I want to hear more about your pies.”

To the woman, I nodded in the direction of the restroom signs on the far side of the building.

We stopped in the short hall. I worked to slow the wild pumping of blood. Did she know key information to finding Trey’s killer that she wouldn’t share with the police? I eyed the long, blonde, coiffed hair and the blue jeans that fit the woman better than any pair fit me. Yet the woman was not too showy or overdone. “I’m helping the Connell family figure out what happened to Trey. What’s your name?”

“Heather Downey.”

“Has anyone been by to talk to you?” Did the officers know about her?

“A couple officers stopped at my place. I was working at the time it—” Heather covered her mouth with her hand and squeezed her eyes shut for a moment. “—it happened.”

“Where do you work?” This was good.

“The boot factory across the highway.” Her arms pulled tight across her chest, and her eyes shifted around the hall. “I really liked him. He was thoughtful, you know. Most men aren’t like him.”

Well, one other man was. I touched my ear and shoved away the thought. “You said you dated a few times. Did you break up?”

Across the room, Shauna was surrounded by the same crowd of cooks I’d escaped. We were supposed to be taking a break but please, Shauna, do some interviewing. There were too many people for me to speak with tonight. I looked back at Heather.

Heather opened her mouth and closed it before speaking. “We weren’t really in a relationship. I wanted it, but he didn’t. He said he was here for one thing.”

A woman with big hair and popping gum passed between us on her way out of the bathroom. I moved aside, pressing against the wall. Heather squirmed and pressed her lips together.

She had my full attention even more. I drew closer to her. It was getting juicy now. “What was the one thing?”

“He never told me. The only thing he said about it was that it would give a lot of people closure.”

“Are you sure that’s what he said, not that something was closing?”

“No, I’m sure.”

What did it mean? I tapped my lip. “No one at the manor mentioned him seeing anyone. Why do you think he didn’t tell them about you?”

Heather pursed her lips. “I guess because he didn’t want them to know he’d stolen me from Rod Petty.”

I almost fell over. “As in Sheriff Petty?”

“Yep.”
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Cory

 

How could I have forgotten how hot it got in this dance studio? I watched the whirling country dancers and talked to a few people from church while waiting for Ava to return from the tables of food. My wool sleeves would not roll up high enough to relieve the oppression of heat and rivulets of sweat dripping down my back as I leaned against the window for some fresh air that was nowhere to be found. Heavy floral perfume from a nearby onlooker invaded my space. Forget using the whole bottle, this woman had to have two on her.

It was strange that none of the workers or suspects on Ava’s list had shown their faces here. That would make the night interesting—in the wrong way.

After a few moments, Ava returned to the buffet.

What had she learned so far? It had to be something good because that cute smile was back on her face with a little bit of glow to it. Before I caught up to her, Jackson White pulled her aside and handed her a piece of his dessert. He owned one of the bakeries two blocks south and was sweet on more than cookies and cakes. Every woman in town was under his spell—single or not. But he wasn’t getting his cake-decorating paws on Ava. Even though the noise in the room was too loud to hear everything Jackson said, I got as close as I could without distracting their conversation.

Ava got to the point. “I’m curious about Trey Connell.”

Jackson raised an eyebrow and began to speak in his baritone voice, which was famous in these parts. As famous as his shiny, gelled hair and love of anything in a skirt. “I knew him. I can’t believe he was murdered. I heard you were investigating the crime.”

“I am. Do you know of any reason why anyone would want to kill him?”

Jackson stood much too close to her. “Besides Heather, well, I don’t know. He hadn’t been back in town for very long. Not long enough to kick up the kind of dirt that leads to murder.”

She took a bite of pie and smiled. Maybe she was commending him on a job well done. I don’t know, but her voice was too soft to make out her next words. And she was being a little too friendly with the guy. I watched the womanizer’s every move. I knew how his brain worked better than I ever wanted to remember.

The baker agreed with something she said. “I went to school with him. We weren’t real close back then. I knew him better recently, though.”

Once again, I lost their conversation in the crescendo of music as the song ended. Everyone clapped, and Ava glanced at the throng of people. Eavesdropping was hard to do in such a crowd. Good thing Jackson’s voice carried well.

Jackson frowned. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Other than watching some baseball together, and getting a bite to eat sometimes, Trey seemed fine. No problems. At least he didn’t mention any.”

I gritted my teeth. The guy looked a little too hard at Ava, so I drew next to her and took her hand. Was it too aggressive of a move? She flinched, her plate teetering in her hands. But I wasn’t going to let go. Then it would get really awkward. “Hi, Jackson. Good to see you out tonight. I’d love to try your pie. Can I have a slice?”

Jackson looked down at our interlocked fingers, raised an eyebrow, and then slapped me on the back. He got the message. And kept his mouth shut about it. “I wondered when you’d stop lurking and just ask me for my famous pie. You’ll notice I put a surprise in it.”

“Smells amazing.” I felt her gaze on me. I released her hand, even though I didn’t want to, and took the plate with warm peach pie. How should I insert myself into the conversation without looking too nosy?

Ava gave me an out without me having to say anything. “Cory’s been such a great help to me the past couple days.”

Jackson’s gaze flicked from me to her. He nodded. “You ready for the festival tomorrow? I might join that trail ride party.”

“We are.” Had I blown Ava’s chance to get some answers to her questions? Clearing my throat, I scraped a piece of pie onto my fork and stuffed it in my mouth.

Ava took the last bite of her food then dropped her plate in the trashcan, which was beside Jackson. She pulled a card out of her sweater pocket. “Thanks for talking to me. Let me know if you remember anything you think might help the case.”

He waved and headed to a small group congregating around the other end of the table, his perfect teeth and gummed-up hair already drawing female attention.

I put a huge bite in my mouth, chewed, and tried not to look at Ava, who pursed her lips. When I finished, I eyed the table for the three-layered chocolate cheesecake. “Sorry to jump into your conversation like that. Find out anything? I saw you talking to Heather Downey. What’d she have to say?”

“Did you know Trey dated her?” Ava turned from the table as a new set of dancers took the floor. The dancers started to bob and weave to a song with an Irish lilt.

“No way. She’s been seeing Petty.”

“Yep, that’s what she said. It’s kind of weird to be dating someone old enough to be your dad.”

“You think it’s Petty’s motive, huh?”

“Looks like it.”

Ava didn’t take her eyes off the dancers but moved a bit closer to me, close enough to make me doubt I could keep my senses about me. “Want to help me talk to some other people? They know you better than me. They might talk more with you around.”

Not likely. I hadn’t submerged myself in the community one iota since I’d arrived. “I won’t be much help in that arena, but I’m glad to go with you.” Now I was happy to be with her? What happened to shutting up and keeping a distance? Wow, things were getting out of hand. “I mean…if you think it’ll help.”

She gestured for me to hold on a moment and then went to Shauna. When she returned, Ava scanned the crowd. “Shauna already talked to all of those people in that corner. She came up with nothing new. We’ll start on the other side.”

We moved around the room and talked to as many people as we could. The consensus maintained that Trey was nice but kept to himself. He had a couple friends, but he kept a distance from even them.

One guy, cowboy hat in place, leaned back against the wall and took a long swig of his sweet tea before starting a slow drawl of words. “I don’t know much about Trey, but that family is odd.”

Ava and I shifted closer to him, Ava’s shoulder bumping my chest. Tiny drops of sweat formed on my temples, and I cleared my throat. Unlike the perfume lady, Ava smelled delicious. Concentrate.

The music quieted. Ava started her interview drill. “How so?”

“Well, haven’t you noticed they only hire light-skinned, mostly blond workers? I mean, what’s that all about?”

Ava puffed out her cheeks. “You’re saying they’re prejudiced? They have several ethnic groups that I’ve seen working up there.”

“I am.” He took another drink. “And it’s not the ones you’d think.”

Her tone was all business. “Elaborate.”

“Well…you know, like, Jew-type people.”

Now that he said it, it had me scratching my head. I hadn’t noticed. But there wasn’t a large Jewish population in these parts.

She rocked back on her heels, her face lighting up for a moment before she returned to eyebrow-drawn question mode. “That’s a serious accusation.”

The man pushed away from the wall. “It’s the truth. I better go.”

He left as she thanked him, probably not hearing her last words. Kind of rude.

Then she bit her lip and put a hand on her hip. “I saw that look. What do you know?”

She took the spot where the guy had leaned against the wall and pulled me with her.

My body quivered at her touch. “Yeah?”

“Mr. Connell was real short with Officer Johnson today. Said he didn’t want his kind around. I couldn’t figure out why until now.”

“Why would he do that? I know Johnson well, and he’s a good guy.”

“Do you think he’s Jewish?”

I nodded. How had I not picked up on it before? What a shock to think of Mr. Connell like that. But I could think of a few times…

We watched the dancers for a few minutes, both deep in thought. The implications ran wild in my mind and wouldn’t slow. “But what bearing would that have on this case?”

She took a deep breath. “Is it possible Trey held the same sentiments and got on the wrong side of someone?”

“Not him. He’d help anybody, any day, any time.”

“Hmm.”

I glanced at the clock on the wall. Now was my chance to have a moment with Ava. “Need to think a little longer, or can I ask you for a dance?” We’d been here an hour. Grabbing her hand, I pulled her into a dance embrace and tried to ignore the beat of my heart that matched the racing thoughts I didn’t want to have. “We’ve been here long enough for you to do all the work you needed. You can dig into this new detail later.”

She stared at my shoulder then looked into my eyes. “You can dance?”

“Nope, but I can try.” Her hand filled mine just right.

“I can’t either. It’s going to be awkward.”

I grinned. We swayed a bit to the song, even though everyone else was kicking their heels up to it. If only Jackson and my overreaction hadn’t put a damper on the night. It still wasn’t clear to me if she’d been offended when I swooped in like a jealous boyfriend. I pushed the implications away and leaned in a bit. Did she notice me breathing in her scent? It might look weird, yet I couldn’t stop myself.

In my arms, she moved with my clumsy rhythm as we turned in small circles. Her cheeks turned pink. “It doesn’t make sense that we’ve only known each other for two days. It seems so much longer.”

Not quite two days. By anyone’s standards, it wasn’t long enough to believe I really cared about her yet. But somehow, I did. It was ridiculous. Yet, my heart said keep going. Keeping to myself seemed an impossibility now. “I know you have to work this case, but I’d be glad if it meant you had to stay longer.”

She wrinkled her nose. “For the Connells’ sakes I hope we figure it all out fast, but I wouldn’t mind staying for a real vacation once we do.”

Her palm warmed in mine, and I resisted the urge to pull her closer. God, give me the strength to do right.

When the song ended, I didn’t let go.

Ava studied my face. “Are you OK with me staying for a few extra days, or are you going to be too busy with work that I’m keeping you from doing?”

“Since you’re such a great handyman, you could tag along and fix everything with me.” Ha ha. Like she’d care to do that.

“I might even do it better than you.” Her wide smile teased me in more ways than one.

“Oh, sure.”

Then she turned serious. “You haven’t told me about your life before Stone Ridge.”

I froze. Would she hate me if she knew what I was before? I say what and not who because a womanizer is not a real man. It’s an animal. I released her hand and stepped away. It was all going to come to this at some point, but I didn’t want it to be now. That’s why I didn’t want to get involved. “I wasn’t the same person I am now.”

Folding her hands in front of her, Ava sighed. “You can tell me. I won’t judge you.”

Was that possible? Didn’t everyone judge me once they knew? I rubbed the back of my neck and avoided her gaze. This conversation was a great mood killer. “Want to take your friends home, and then we can talk?”

It would give me a chance to think of the right way to tell her. She should know at least a little about me.

I scanned the room. “Let me get Shauna.”

Her phone began to ring. She nodded and answered it.

As I turned, she said, “Hi, Jillian.” Ava grabbed my arm before I got any further. “You want to come in now? We were going to leave, but we can come out and get you for a few minutes if you want.”

Good. A distraction. Would it be wrong of me to hope Jillian had a phobic attack and created a distraction from the coming conversation? I scolded myself.

I spotted Shauna and went over to her. Shauna held two empty plates with a third full one on top of the others in her right hand as she spooned a bite into her mouth.

I waited for her to swallow. “Hey, Jillian wants to come in. We’re going out to get her.”

I took the two empty plates, and she thanked me. “I can wait here unless you insist I come.”

I perused the crowd. “Could you wait by the door?”

“Sure.” She took another bite. “You should try this one. It’s the best so far.”

I laughed. “I did, and I agree.”

Ava met us at the door. “We’ll only be a minute.”

As I escorted Ava and Jillian inside, a red sedan passed and disappeared into the parking lot on the other end of the building. I lowered my voice so Jillian couldn’t hear me. “Petty’s here.”

Ava looked up at me, touched her throat, and pulled up her collar to make sure it stayed hidden. “Does he come to these kind of things?”

“Yes, but he might be here to check us out.”

She tried to see around me, but I guided her in the door. “Let’s get in there where it’s not so easy for him to stop us. He won’t make a scene in a crowd that large. Especially not around his voters.”

Shauna gave me a hard look at the top of the stairs. She whispered, “What?”

“Petty.” I directed them back to the corner we’d occupied before.

Ava found a seat for Jillian where the crowd had thinned. “Thank goodness some people have left.”

I put my hands in my pockets and kept my eyes on the door.

Jillian blinked fast. She focused on the dancers. “Why are you watching the door, Cory?”

She was too sharp. “Umm, Petty’s here. Everything’s fine, but I want to see what he’s up to.”

Jillian didn’t look away from the dancers.

Petty strutted into the room. Tad followed him and relaxed against the wall, watching the dancers.

Ava’s body became rigid. I squeezed her forearm, and she lowered her shoulders.

Then Petty stared straight at us as if he’d known exactly where we were the whole time.
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Ava

 

The dancing. The music. All the people. The rush of it filled me. And Cory so close to my side. How had I allowed this to happen? And why did I agree to dance? That was the death stab to remaining detached from him. Tomorrow all these people would be at the festival. The same, yet different. I pulled at my collar and brushed against the bandage on my neck.

Petty took up almost the whole doorway. He looked at us but moved in the opposite direction.

Cory’s touch reminded me to take a breath. This was ridiculous. I was a private investigator. Why was I suddenly so afraid? I didn’t even know if he was the perpetrator. It could be Shravner, Brian Falquist, or any number of suspects I hadn’t discovered yet.

I bent over Jillian. “You OK?”

“I’m fine. I like those peasant blouses on that set of dancers.”

I pressed a smile onto my face. “I do too. The skirts on the group over there are fantastic. They must’ve made them by hand.”

With slow movements, Jillian turned to see them.

I followed Petty’s movements but froze when Tad nodded in my direction. I waved and tried to look like I hadn’t been staring at his boss. The deputy waited for Petty to look in the other direction and then smiled and waved too. As soon as Tad moved on, I returned to stalking Petty’s movements.

Petty didn’t make a straight path to Heather, but he did get around to her after he stopped for a drink.

I drew Cory’s attention to the couple. They didn’t seem to be at odds with each other. Was it possible Petty didn’t know Trey Connell had had a brief relationship with Heather? Heather never said he knew or didn’t know. I’d have to find her again and ask.

Cory might know about Heather and the sheriff. “Have you heard anything about Heather and the Sheriff’s relationship?”

“No. I steer clear of all that kind of stuff.”

The music quieted, and I lowered my voice. “Do you think she’ll be at the festival tomorrow? I need to ask her about it.”

His brows furrowed. “Do you know how many people turn out for that event?”

“No.”

“Thousands each day.”

“Oh.”

Jillian left her seat. “I’m ready to go. How about you all?”

She’d lasted longer than I thought possible. “Sure.”

Shauna headed over to get Jillian a few desserts as Jillian slid toward the door.

What was I going to do? I’d given Heather my card, but I hadn’t managed to get her number. Dumb move for an investigator. Could I come up with an excuse to pull her aside before we left? I turned to Cory. “I’ll be right back.”

I sidestepped a few groups and stopped by the table to grab a slice of Heather’s contribution then headed straight for Petty.

When I reached them, I held the plate in front of me. “Hi, Sheriff Petty. Did you get a chance to try this pie? It’s one of the best ones.”

Heather beamed. “It’s my recipe.”

I let it slip out of my hands, almost landing on the front of his shirt. I fumbled to recover it as it spilled across the floor. “Oh, no. Sorry.” Sheesh I was a bad actor, but now I had to go with it. “I can’t believe I just did that.” I stood. “Would you mind getting me some napkins, Sheriff? I don’t want anyone to step in my mess.”

His eyebrows pulled together in an evil scientist kind of way. “OK.” His voice was dry and on the edge of sarcasm.

When he moved away, I squatted and began scraping crumbs together. Heather had given me nothing to go on other than the fact that Trey had taken her from Sheriff Petty. I had to hurry and ask a quick question or two. “Are you sure you don’t remember either one of them saying anything you thought was suspicious? Before the murder, that is?”

“No. Rod’s good at keeping things to himself. And Trey—he never talked about himself.”

I nodded. “Does Sheriff Petty know about Trey and you?”

Heather’s gaze slid to the floor. “He does. We were fighting at the time. I know it was wrong.”

“Hey, I forgot to get your number. Can I call you if I have more questions?”

Heather helped me put some of the sugary filling back on the plate and rattled off her number.

“Thanks.”

By the time Petty got back, most of it was scooped off the floor. I took the napkins from him, avoiding the glower still planted on his face, and wiped up the rest of it. “Have a good night, you two.”

I tossed the ruined pie and took out my phone to put Heather’s number in it before hurrying to the door. Somehow, we’d managed to elude the sheriff’s biting egotism, but how I didn’t know.
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Cory

 

The night clung to the small house and trees the way I wished Ava would cling to me and trust that I wanted more than anything to keep her safe. In front of the purple cottage, I thrummed the steering wheel and braced for a rebuttal as Ava’s dimple disappeared. “You can’t be alone tonight. I’m going to stay in my truck by your cottage. About your partners. I don’t like to leave them for so long, but Shauna made it clear she’s your team bodyguard. This would be so much easier if you’d gotten another room in the lodge.”

“She’s got Jillian barricaded in for sure by now.” She toyed with her phone. “You can’t sleep in your truck. You have to work tomorrow and follow me around. Maybe I should stay in Jillian’s room.”

“I can manage it.”

She waivered. “But—”

Maybe it had been unwise not to tell Mr. Connell about our suspicions and the attack. Then he could’ve moved a different family to the cottage. Was it too late to talk to him about it? “Let me.”

She combed her hands through her hair. “I don’t know. What if people think you’re staying in my place? I don’t want either of us to have that kind of reputation.”

“True. I guess I can park behind your cottage.”

Ava shrugged. “That doesn’t seem right.”

I put my hand on her arm, the heat of her skin sending waves through my hands. “I’m not giving you a choice. Now get some sleep. Wake up around three, and we’ll slip to the lodge to check on your friends.”

I waited for her to try and start the conversation we left hanging while at the dance studio. The one about me and my past. But she nodded and rubbed her eyes as she headed in and locked her door. Good.

I did a once-over around her cottage then pulled my truck around back. When I’d gone back to my place for the truck belt, I’d packed a few things to spend the night here.

I slipped my Bible out of the backpack and read. Setting the book on my chest, I dropped my hat on the floorboard and leaned against the door, my one foot propped on the passenger side seat. God said he forgave all sins, but even mine? I had destroyed a few people on the way to the top. Would God think I was worth forgiving when they would never be the same again?

I reached for an energy drink and downed it. It would be a feat if I stayed awake long into the night. Early nights and early mornings were more my thing. Worrying all last night hadn’t helped me get refreshing sleep, either.

A cold breeze stirred through the slightly open window. I reached for the fleece blanket stuffed behind the seat and wrapped it around my legs. The window had to stay open no matter what.

What was Ava doing in the cottage? Was she having as hard a time as me settling in for the night? I sat up when my mind went to more personal things. No, I was not going to allow myself to go there. It was wrong. Yet my old nature badgered me until I opened the Bible again and started reading.

What had happened? First, I’d been in a serious conversation with God, and then I was climbing out of deep sleep with a lot of trouble. Because of a sound. One that was too close.

My eyes flew open. Yes, there it was again. Muffled footsteps. I scooted down in the seat of the truck as much as possible to roll over and peek out the window into Ava’s yard.

The scuffling moved closer. I peered into the deep night and barely made out a tree here and there. Even the moon hadn’t broken through to the backyard.

It sounded like more than one person. I held my breath.

Reaching for my knife and flashlight on the floor, I had no choice but to get out and see who was out there.

Pulling the cold metal flashlight into my grasp, I turned it and pointed it out the window before flicking it on. The beam glinted across the backyard and around the right side of the house.

I jumped out of the vehicle and raced to the front of the house. Nothing. No one. Had I imagined it all? Was I dreaming about the shuffling?

I knocked on Ava’s door. As much as I hated to wake her, I had to see she was safe.

It took Ava a minute to answer. She peered between the sliver of open curtains then opened the door. “I was about to get up. I promise.”

My watch said 3:00 AM. Time to check on Jillian and Shauna. Not much of a watchman I turned out to be. There had to be another option for making sure she was safe.

Then she looked at me with wide eyes. “Did something happen?”

I scanned every direction. “I thought I heard something.”

“Thought?” She moved an inch further out the door.

Now I’d scared her. That wasn’t the plan. “It’s OK. I didn’t see anything. Come on. The sooner we leave, the sooner we return.”

After we checked her friends, I handed Ava my fleece blanket to warm her. Old Holler had spotty heating.

She cuddled down into it and eyed me. “Thanks. You look so exhausted. There has to be another way to do this. Tomorrow night I’m insisting on staying with Jillian and Shauna. You can have one room, and we’ll get the other.”

I was too tired to disagree. For now, there was still three hours’ worth of sleep to be had.

She put her hand to the door at the cottage. “There’s a small hallway to the back door, which has a door on the kitchen end too. You know because you help with these places.”

I rubbed my eyes. “I never paid attention.”

“I want you to sleep in there. It’s completely separate from my room. It’s a hard floor, but you can manage it.” She put a hand on one hip. “Ya know, you can take the cushions off the couch and use them. I’m sure anything’s better than the truck.”

“I don’t know.”

She touched my sleeve. “Now, I’m not taking no for an answer. And we might as well sleep in a bit. I don’t have to be anywhere before ten. Do you?”

I tried to think, but a growing headache pushed at the back of my eyes. “Not that I know of. The boss gave me leave to help you tomorrow.”

“Then it’s settled.”

I scooped up my bag and followed her to the back hall. “I appreciate this.”

She gave me a small smile. “I’m the one who’s getting the bargain here. You’re my own personal bodyguard.”

“According to Shauna, I can have that job.” We laughed. It was obvious her partner thought we should be a couple. The tinkle of her laugh made me want to stop it up with a kiss.

Turn around and put a door between us now. I forced my legs to move me out of the house and check the premises one last time before locking the door. Maybe a herd of deer had woken me. It was the mountains.

Or maybe someone was watching us.



 

 

 

 

 


36

 

Ava

 

The clinking of something metal jarred me out of sleep. I sat up so fast a pillow slipped off the side of the bed. “Who’s there?”

My hair obliterated my view of the cottage strewn with brilliant morning light. I pushed at it, but it wanted to stay right where it was.

Cory’s voice sounded from the kitchen. “I promise I won’t come any closer, but I thought I’d make you some coffee.”

I tried to read the alarm clock through bleary eyes. “What time is it?”

“About quarter past nine.”

“I’m sorry. I can’t believe I slept so hard. You’d think a rabid killer wanting to take me out would stanch any ability to sleep.” But I hadn’t had much shut-eye the night before. I pulled the blanket as high as possible. It had been hard to go back to sleep knowing he was only a door away. I’d had to force all thoughts to other things too many times to count. Instead, the image of him so close tortured me until my body gave up and forced me into a coma.

But I didn’t want to be seen all cock-eyed.

He seemed to sense my embarrassment. “I’ll be out back. Let me know when you’re ready to go.”

The back door clicked shut.

Jumping out of bed, I made a beeline for the bathroom and hurried to get ready. I’d have to wash my hair tomorrow.

Throwing on a pair of black pants and my favorite sweater, I put my hair in a loose bun and then threaded my arms into the heavy coat to rush out the back door.

Cory held open the truck door for me. “Want to get breakfast at the lodge? Most of the crowd should be finished eating by now.”

“I’d love to.” I blinked at the bright light of day—even more perfect than inside the cottage. “I hope you got a little sleep.”

“You gave me plenty of blankets and cushions to stave off the discomfort of a hard floor. And when you’re that tired, you don’t notice much, I guess. But I managed to sleep light. Nothing moved outside the back door the rest of the night.”

“Oh, no. You can’t keep going without sleep. And I should’ve let you get ready.” I eyed the few locks of his hair that stuck up at odd angles. “Why don’t you clean up in my bathroom?”

“I can do it at the lodge, but thanks.”

We checked on my partners. They’d already had breakfast and were working on the case in their rooms. How had Shauna made Jillian get up, have breakfast, and work already? Should I skip eating and get back to investigating?

Shauna stopped in her tracks. “If you think you’re going to miss breakfast to work with us, you’ve got another thing coming. Go. We’ve got it under control here. We can talk later.”

I let Shauna push me toward the door. “You’ve been working all morning, and I’m just getting started. I feel like I’m taking advantage of you two right now.”

Jillian didn’t turn from her screen. “Nonsense. We all have our strengths, and yours is being out in the field. Don’t argue with us. Just go.”

I let the door close behind me.

Cory fell into step beside me. “Do you have an itinerary for today?”

I pulled my phone out and looked at the schedule. “I need to call Heather Downey. Then I want to—”

Brian Falquist hammered away at the wall, where the truck had hit the lodge. I watched him as we headed to the elevators. “Do you see what I see?”

Cory paused. “No.”

“He’s left handed. See him swinging the hammer?”

We both tried not to look like we were staring.

I hurried past the foyer to the elevator and pulled Cory in as soon as it opened. “The person who attacked me has to be right handed. See. My slash is on the left side. If Brian’s left handed, he couldn’t have killed Trey or cut me.”

“I didn’t know he was on your list. Does that clear him?”

“His story didn’t match with Ross’s. I only had him on the bottom of the suspect list, but he couldn’t be removed without something definitive. This might do it.”

I wanted to jump up and down. It was short-lived elation. What about Sheriff Petty? How would I ask the Connell family about him? If it was true what José had to say about the sheriff being involved in the family business somehow, I had no choice but to find a way to talk to John about it.

In the restaurant, I gulped down eggs and apple juice. “Could you take me to the manor?”

“I didn’t know you had an appointment with Mr. Connell today.”

“I don’t, but I need some more information before I continue checking out suspects. Boy, I wish there was someone on the police force I could talk with about the case. I’m missing so many pieces. Well…I have Tad, but he’s only slightly less close-lipped than the others.”

Setting his fork down, Cory stood. “He’s probably at the festival. We should check there first. Let me radio and see if anyone can tell me.”

“Right. I bet it’s in full swing now, isn’t it?” I slid the unlock button up on my phone. “Yep. Ten fifteen.”

Cory talked to a couple other workers over the radio. No one had a handle on where Mr. Connell was.

Walking me to the bottom of the hill, Cory steered me to the pavilion. I studied the growing number of people meandering around the grounds. How the farm had transformed since even yesterday. Dozens of tables and chairs lounged by the gurgling creek. A set of dancers from last night hooted and hollered through a country ditty on a large outdoor stage. And the crowds formed lines at every drink and snack location. Too bad I’d already eaten. Funnel cakes wafted their yummy scent through the air, making my mouth water despite my full stomach. “I don’t see him, do you?”

He headed to the funnel cake stand. “Let me ask.”

Oh, it was a bad idea for me to get too close to that delectable place.

The frying bread drifted even stronger toward me. I’d have one for lunch. Hot fudge and all.

When he returned, he adjusted his hat and took my elbow. Three days ago, no man I knew would dare get that close, but now I couldn’t stop myself from liking when Cory did. “He had to go back to the farm for some supplies.”

We drove to the barn, and Cory checked it. He wasn’t there. At the manor, we waited on the porch.

I squinted through the bright sunlight to the trees and mountains. It would’ve been nice to see the place before death claimed many of the apple trees at the farm. Some birds took flight from the edge of the woods, sending leaves fluttering to the ground. Wouldn’t it be wonderful to sit there, reading a good book? Not a murder mystery.

A few moments after Cory pushed the doorbell, Mrs. Connell stood aside for us to enter. “I’m not sure where John is. You may wait in the living room. I’ll see if I can find him.”

Cory stayed on the porch. I glanced back at him. Should I leave him there or insist he come with me? Mrs. Connell cut her eyes to Cory, and I let it go even though I wanted to give her a what-for for being so nasty to him.

I tiptoed as I circled the sitting room. What were their lives like here in this huge house? How had they survived when so many other farms were shutting down? Maybe the tourist attractions and orchards were enough. But the farm was awfully far out in the wilderness.

At the bookshelves, I studied the trophies again. Mrs. Connell had won a few of her own, but not in baking. Fox hunting.

I continued down the long row to the far side, bending to get a look at the bottom glassed-in shelf. A few faded black and white photos of a soldier and a little girl were framed in one corner. The uniform didn’t look American, but I couldn’t place it. German? Thus, the anti-Semitic ideas? The arm band on his right arm was out of view. Maybe it was a picture of Mrs. Connell’s father and her. Some military metals were pinned to black velvet in a shadow box. And then there was the rifle. It didn’t look like anything I’d seen in today’s market. Could it have belonged to a family member who must’ve been in World War II?

I gazed around at some first-edition classics. They had to be worth some money. I put a hand to the binding of one of them but thought better of taking it out to study it.

John stopped in the doorway. “You must have found something.”

I paused. “No, sir. I had more questions, though.”

“Have a seat.”

I started toward the easy chair beside his, but Mrs. Connell whisked into the room. She planted herself in the ugly seat, only half of the pugs at her side. “I hope you’ve found something.”

I sucked in a breath and got a cursory growl from one of the dogs. “I have more questions than answers right now. But I think you two could help me if you’re willing to give me some in-depth information.”

I perched on the couch, refusing to have a repeat of our first interview. This time the dogs stayed by Mrs. Connell’s side. “How are you both holding up? I’m sure Tommy’s death couldn’t have come at a worse time for you.”

John held his eyes closed for a minute, his hand moving to his forehead. “I’m trying to stay busy. I can’t think about it right now, or I won’t get through this weekend.”

Mrs. Connell’s hands were restless in her lap. “Whoever expects something this horrible to happen? It’s not easy to face, I have to say.”

I glanced at the glassed shelf. “You have some nice World War II items. I assume some of them belong to you, Mrs. Connell?”

She sat a little straighter. “Some of them were my father’s.”

“You have a slight German accent, I think. Were you born there?”

“I was. It was a wonderful country, but times were hard when I was young. The First World War tore my country apart. It was on the mend by the time I remember it, but it was still depressed, very depressed.” Her eyes drifted to the floor.

I bit my lip and watched the woman. Weren’t grandmas supposed to be warm, cuddly women who loved everything? This one’s pinched face and cold eyes would make me run if I wasn’t a grown-up. “Were you still there during the Second World War?”

Mrs. Connell sat rigid as she rubbed the arms of the seat. “What does that have to do with the death of my grandson?”

Small talk wasn’t for this old lady either. Was now a bad time to speak about their views on ethnicity? “I’m not sure it does. But rumor has it that there’s some prejudice here at the farm. I have to consider it in the death of Trey.”

Mrs. Connell sat straight-backed with her nose turned up. I was sure it was possible to physically melt under the woman’s scrutiny. “I won’t have you even mention prejudice in my presence. This family is not under investigation. We hired you.” At that, Mr. Connell raised an eyebrow. “You do your job and leave these ridiculous accusations alone. Now, what were your other questions?”

Mr. Connell looked from his mother to me. He blinked and twisted his hands, but he didn’t contradict his mother’s bad behavior. I was beginning to think she maintained complete control on the farm—and over him.

I adjusted my collar and glanced at Mr. Connell, fighting the heat crawling up my neck. “The stories I’m hearing about Trey are contradictory. To some, he was argumentative. Others said he was a nice guy.”

John answered first. “He was involved in several charities in town. When he came back, he was like the prodigal son. I have to admit, at first I was worried about the trouble that might start again once he settled in…but there wasn’t any.”

Mrs. Connell turned her steely eyes from me to her son. “He said he’d reformed, but I don’t know.” She sighed. “He didn’t seem so different to me—”

“It’s only right that a grandmother could give her grandson, whom she loves, a chance,” I cut off the woman. “You could show some forgiveness.” I pursed my lips together and looked away, putting my hand on my stomach. If I kept it up, I wouldn’t have a job to worry about. But why was the woman bent on not forgiving him for teenage nonsense? Was Mrs. Connell unrelenting or just plain cold? Then again, hadn’t I dealt with the same kind of situation with my dad?

Gripping the arms of her chair, Mrs. Connell sat forward. “Your job isn’t to judge me.”

John braced in his seat as if about to get in between us. “Ladies. Trey’s murder. Let’s concentrate on that. Ms. Worthington, what did you want to ask me?”

“Ross Shravner says he talked to Trey about laying some electric wires the day he died. Brian Falquist’s account is different. He says they were fighting about the close of the factory.” To Mrs. Connell I said, “Can you confirm that you were with Mr. Shravner all afternoon? He mentioned you worked with him in the pavilion until he left for town to buy some supplies.”

“That’s correct. I like his advice. He has a good sense of organization, and he was helping me plan the table and cookery setup for the festival.”

I scratched my chin. “If Mr. Falquist saw Ross and Trey arguing, what is your take on his statement?”

There was something in the shift of Mrs. Connell’s eyes that I couldn’t quite figure out.

Time to shift gears. “You told me you would be shutting down the factory next year. Brian mentioned you told him he had a job around the farm when the factory closed. What about José or Ross Shravner? Any of the other workers guaranteed a position here?”

John breathed hard. He stood, put his hands in his pockets, and began to pace. “Brian told you he did, huh? Well, it’s true, but I hadn’t had a chance to really address the issue. José’s out. I wish I could keep them all. I do, but at least for now, we can’t. Once the vacation resort takes off, we may be able to rehire them. I don’t know yet, though.”

I pulled out my tablet and turned it on. “Why not José?”

“His attendance is spotty sometimes. I need people I can count on to be here when they’re supposed to be working. Brian’s always been very reliable. And he’s been here longer than José. I hate to say it, but we might even have to let Ross go.”

Mrs. Connell reached for him. “I don’t think so, son. We’ll find a way to keep him. He’s been loyal for years. I won’t let him go.”

He turned to her. “But we can’t afford him. His rates keep going up. I think Brian can learn his job and take over when Ross goes. Brian’s been helping the last two seasons anyway.”

“I said he stays.” She narrowed her eyes, her voice hard as the river rocks along the flowerbeds.

This mama ruled for sure. I fidgeted and redirected the conversation. “I only have a few more questions. Have you seen Ross Shravner with a large knife like this?” Rummaging through my purse, I pulled out a photo Shauna had printed of the knife our attacker used. I crossed the room to the Connells and avoided the dogs as best I could.

Both of them looked at the picture, the mother taking the paper out of my hand. “I don’t know what he owns. He uses all kinds of things around here. I couldn’t say.”

John looked hard at the knife. “Lots of the men here own a knife like that. It’s a necessary piece of hunting equipment. You’ll have a hard time narrowing it down to any one person.”

“Well, I have to try.”

The farm owner’s face seemed to droop as if he realized the truth. “Is…is that the weapon that killed Trey?”

The tick of some invisible clock, even the movement of the air from an air vent overhead froze me to the floor. Had I been insensitive? Would they see the question about the knife as unforgivable? Where was the line between doing my job and sympathizing? The sooner I answered all questions, the sooner the case was solved. I had to remember that.

I reached for John Connell but didn’t touch his arm. “It could be. Or something very similar.”

He looked down at my hand then back to me. “I have to get back to the festival. I’ve been here long enough. Did you have anything else to ask?”

My notes were only half-covered. “I’ll hurry. I know how busy you are right now.” Now came the really hard questions. Phrasing them delicately would be the real trick. “How well do you know Sheriff Petty?”

Mrs. Connell shifted in her seat and made as if to stand too. “Since he was a boy. Mr. Petty even worked in the factory a long time ago when he graduated high school. Why?”

My stomach dropped. It was as I’d suspected. They weren’t going to be very happy with me questioning his motives but I had to do it. “Has he given you any new information about the case in light of Tommy’s death?”

John moved a step closer. “No. But I’m sure he’s worked hard on the case. And he’s been as busy as we have, I’m sure, getting his men ready for the influx of people in town. You can imagine he probably sees a rise in crimes during these events.”

“Yes, of course.” I had to plod forward. “I can’t help but see that he’s putting Trey’s case on the back burner.”

Mrs. Connell’s jaw tightened. “You’re bent on taking this whole town down, aren’t you? I can see where your line of questions is going.”

“I didn’t mean to suggest anything.” Not to them anyway. “But I have to look at every angle, every possible direction. That includes making sure the local police force is doing their part.”

“Ms. Worthington, he’s an upright citizen. He’s doing the best he can. That’s why John hired you, to hold up the other end of the investigation at such a time as this. Rod Petty wants good things for this community. He’s working the capacity of two men to make it happen. You stay away from him.” She stood and got in my face. “Or I’ll make John see the foolishness of hiring you, and you’ll be out of here faster than you can count to ten.”

I stepped back. What happened to the we? “Ma’am—”

“Don’t. I have work to do at the pavilion as well. Let me see you out.”

I shuddered at the woman’s threat to fire my team and regarded John. He shrugged and refused to make eye contact. I rubbed my clammy hands together and fell into step behind him and tried not to trip on one particular pug that seemed bent on trying to nip my ankle. Good thing I’d worn my boots. How was I going to tread lightly in front of the Connells and Sheriff Petty? I couldn’t solve the case this way. Was it time to give in and quit?

I faltered. No. Not yet.

Before I reached the truck, John stopped me. “You were asking about Ross. Is he a suspect?”

I waited for Mrs. Connell to get in her vehicle. “I’m checking everyone, but your mother confirmed his whereabouts, so I wouldn’t worry about him.”

“How can I not worry? Someone around here is responsible. That could mean Mother and I might both be in danger also.”

No denying it. “Keep your eyes open and your doors locked.”

“I will.”

Mrs. Connell rolled up the window to her station wagon and pulled away as Cory and I climbed into Old Holler. I waited for Mr. Connell to leave. “OK, you have to tell me. Why doesn’t Mrs. Connell like you?”

He ran his hand through his short hair and stared out the windshield.

The silent Cory was back. “You’re not Jewish, are you?”

“No.” He started the engine. “She didn’t like my uncle, so I’m on her hate list, too, I guess.”

How had he managed to get the job with that kind of stigma?
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Cory

 

God’s country—as people in these parts like to call this little county—was a crooked, oblique place.

I might have been on a mission to keep my distance from the world but that didn’t stop me from thinking I had a good hold on who the people around me were. Until this morning. The boss I’d worked long, hard hours with wasn’t at all the honorable man I took him for. How had a whole year and a half gone by and I hadn’t noticed Mr. Connell’s proclivity toward prejudice? It had me reconsidering a lot of things as I did a few errands around the barnyard while I waited for Ava to exit Stone Ridge mansion.

I glanced up at the ashen clouds gathering on the peaks of a more distant blue mountain range. Not a good sign for the festival. I headed back to the house after checking the hogs’ water bowls and radioing Rob.

As usual, Mrs. Connell led the entourage of dogs and people. Ava had a hard time getting out the door with the little Pug piranhas on her heels. It was a little comical—but not to her.

“Sir.”

I only got a nod from Mr. Connell.

Back at the lodge, Ava got out and slammed the door.

Not a good sign. “What’s up?”

“We need to go to town and speak to whomever will talk to us about Sheriff Petty.”

Mrs. Connell must’ve had a bit too much to say.

We entered the lodge and cut through a group of tourists standing at the river-stone fireplace. By some miracle, a new frame and window filled the smashed-out one from the accident. At Jillian’s door, Ava knocked.

Her partner opened it. “I hate not being able to get ahold of you up here.”

“Me too.” Ava shook her head and fell onto the couch. “You’re not going to believe what a morning I’ve had. It wasn’t good. Well, except the part where we discounted Brian Falquist as a suspect. Mrs. Connell isn’t happy. She’s on the verge of stopping our investigation.”

“Great,” Shauna called from the adjoining room.

I pulled my cowboy hat off and sat on the arm of the couch.

Shauna appeared in the doorframe. For once, she wasn’t wearing camouflage anything, but she might as well have been. Black, long-sleeved T-shirt and cargo pants still made the same statement. The woman didn’t know how not to be at attention. “Why?”

Ava summarized the conversation, then laid her head against the back of the couch. “I can’t believe she would dislike me so much she’d jeopardize us catching her grandson’s killer. I don’t know what I did to earn her disdain.”

Did she put her dad and Mrs. Connell in the same category? The woman was patronizing her. I could see how she made the assumption.

Playing with the rim of my hat, I turned to Ava. “What’s the next move? We have to do something. Keep pushing forward. I don’t think Mr. Connell will fire you. We have to do this for him, not her. I’m sure she doesn’t mean everything she’s saying, either. She probably just doesn’t know how to deal with her grief.”

Ava nodded, eyes closed, head still back. “The sheriff is our last lead since Mrs. Connell confirmed Ross Shravner’s alibi. How in the world are we going to investigate him?”

I shifted in the seat next to her. “We’ll start in town. If he’s guilty, there has to be proof. People will talk.”

She studied my red plaid shirt. “Right. Let’s go. Jillian, you drive us.”

Jillian pulled her laptop off the desk. “First, let me show you something. José was right about Petty. He has some involvement in this farm.”

Ava sat up straight. “Mrs. Connell said something about that.”

Jillian held the computer out for Ava and me to look. “I found this.”

Ava studied it. “What is it?”

“It’s a form listing all the shareholders in the farm. I looked back several years. He wasn’t added until last year. He only has a small share, like most of the other shareholders, but I wonder what his investment did to get on Grandmother’s good side. There could be other ways he’s given her money that I can’t see.”

I blinked rapidly. “I didn’t know. He does hang around sometimes. It struck me as unusual, but when you’re in a small town, these things are easy to explain.”

I turned to the computer. “Do you think he could’ve done it to protect his interest in the farm? Maybe Trey threatened that somehow.”

Ava fell back again and put her hand to her forehead. “Could be, but I don’t know how. Yet.”

I wanted to give her a reassuring squeeze for some irrational reason. To say she’d figure it out. But that wouldn’t be wise. We’d known each other for too short a time to be hugging. Instead, I set my hat on the side table then crossed my arms to keep from reaching out to her.

Shauna took a look at the screen also. “We have to figure out motive.”

Ava interjected, “Why was Trey in the outhouse? Had the perpetrator drawn him there or was it a chance meeting that went wrong?”

Shauna rubbed her hands up and down her thighs. “I can’t imagine a chance meeting at an outhouse.”

We all laughed.

The tension in Ava’s shoulders seemed to dissolve a little. “Good point.”

I sighed. “Considering Trey’s job at the farm, I don’t know why he’d be at the outhouse. I’d already cleaned and repaired it a couple days before. Nothing should’ve been out of place.”

Jillian put the computer down and rested against the edge of the desk. “So, he must’ve gotten a call to meet there. It’s a possible scenario, right?”

All three agreed.

After a few moments of silence, Ava was the first to speak again. “We know that Sheriff Petty was pretty close at hand when you called to the manor for help, right, Cory? You said it took him about five minutes to get here.”

Ava got up and paced by the window, arms crossed. “He’d have to be on a side road at the worst-case scenario, but I don’t think there are many of them here.”

I shook my head. “There are a few. He could’ve been parked on any one of them to get here so fast. And nobody would’ve seen him.”

Stopping by the couch, Ava grabbed her coat. “We aren’t getting anywhere here. We need to be doing something. Let’s go to town.”

All the tourists in town did make a good cover for the team to work, but Petty might still have a minion or two following their every move to hinder any advancement in this case. Last night was proof he had a good handle on their movements. And it also meant he could’ve silenced the locals before the team even had a chance to get any further. How far was this sheriff willing to go?



 

 

 

 

 


38

 

Ava

 

The western skyline paled to a morose shade of dingy dish water. Rain? I pulled my coat closer around me. The weather report had predicted sun the rest of the week. Too bad I hadn’t brought a scarf. I studied Cory, who strode a few steps ahead of me on the busiest street of the town. Its three lights went into overload as festival goers tripled the population all four weekends of October. His reserved nature made me want to unbury his past like a relentless treasure hunter out to find Atlantis. Yet, he’d still managed to keep most of who he was hidden from me. I caught up to him on the sidewalk in the middle of Main Street.

Several stores’ entrances were open, emitting cinnamon-potpourri-scented air and warmth. If only I could stop in the one that had a rack of handmade quilts hanging in the picture window. Not taking my eyes off a red and white appliqued comforter, I slowed. “Where are we going again?”

“Tom’s Deli. Everyone congregates there. And he’ll talk to me. Want to get a bite to eat while we’re there?”

Shauna didn’t even glance at any of the storefronts as she marched past me. “I’m up for a sub.”

Jillian wasn’t far behind. She stopped beside me at the window. “I think we should check out this shop later. I need a new comforter for my bedroom.”

Me too. But I bet these were out of my price range for now.

We moved down the busy street to catch Shauna and Cory.

The deli’s spacious and open floor plan had great atmosphere and graffiti wall art. Roast beef and ham aromas filled the air. Most of the tables were occupied, and a line formed all the way around the counter. My stomach rumbled. Soft music whispered over all the conversations.

This didn’t seem like the right time to pull the owner aside for a long talk. “You think we could check out a few other places and come back when it’s not rush hour here?”

Cory moved to the end of the line and then motioned me in front of him. “We may as well eat now.”

I let Shauna and Jillian get in front of me to be closer to Cory. All the other cowboy hats and booted men in the room matched Cory’s style, but something told me he’d have been as comfortable in a suit.

I turned at the screech of a truck peeling down the street and bumped into Cory. He was standing very close, but I didn’t mind at all. My cheeks heated at his easy smile and dancing eyes shining on me. What if I did do long distance relationships? Could it be so bad? But what about all the junk in my personal life right now? Why add one more difficult thing to the mix? Would it fuel my father’s already low opinion if he heard about it? He’d probably see it as another bad choice of mine.

I looked at the meats and cheeses displayed in a glass case without really seeing them. The real question was, did I care what Dad thought?

A half hour later, we tossed our wrappers in the trash. Cory crooked his finger for me to follow him. I swiped my hair over my shoulders and left Jillian and Shauna by the dessert counter. “Be right back.”

Cory led me past the far end of the counter to the back of the restaurant.

He got the attention of a dark-haired guy in a hair net, who wore his spatula and wooden spoon like a gunslinger, the utensils pocketed on each side of his apron for quick access. “Hey, Tom, when would be the best time to talk?”

The owner. Tom eyed me with an unreadable stare and pulled out the spatula, flipping it before turning to toss a pile of onions and peppers on the grill. “You the investigator working Trey’s murder?”

“Yes.” I squirmed in his dark-eyed glare. “I’m doing everything I can to gain closure for the family. We wondered if you’d heard anything or seen anything pertaining to it.”

He put back the spatula and wiped the counter between us. “I think I can spare a half hour or so around one thirty. I have a couple extra hands on board, and the lunch crowd should be lighter by then.”

That was an hour away. We’d have time to talk to some of the locals still eating.

Cory thanked him. “We’ll be here. Thanks, man.”

Tom returned to the sizzling grill, where the pile of onions and green peppers fried. He sprinkled spices over the vegetables.

We headed back to my partners. Cory pointed out a few tables full of locals. “I’d start there if I was you, Shauna. They’re pretty open. You shouldn’t have any trouble getting information from them if they have any to share. Come on, Ava. We can talk to the group over there.”

Shauna saluted. “Got it.”

Jillian backed up to the door. “I’ll sit this one out. Meet me at the car.”

Cory stepped out of the store and watched Jillian walk to her SUV before guiding me to the tableful of patrons.

For keeping to himself so much, Cory sure did seem to have a good grasp on who was who. Must be part of the job at the farm. The rowdy group invited us to sit, so I pulled up a chair.

Cory eased into a metal seat. “Hey, y’all. We’ve been working the Trey Connell case. Wondered if you heard anything. Saw anything?”

A couple of them shook their heads, but one guy dropped his paper cup on the table. Good thing it had a top on it. “Trey used to come over to my pa’s house and help out some. He even helped him build a new barn back in the spring.”

One of his charities? I propped my elbow on the table. “Any trouble with him?”

“No. Not that I know of.”

Another guy wearing jeans and plaid knocked his knuckles on the table. “I don’t know. Seemed to me he was always flaunting his money around town.”

“You didn’t mind when he was paying for all your bowling games,” a blonde woman with big, curled bangs from the nineties and dark-rouged cheeks interjected.

He dropped his head. “Still.”

I turned the conversation. “I was wondering what you all think of Sheriff Petty.”

A few in the group looked from one to the other but didn’t speak.

What were they keeping to themselves? I pressed them. “Come on. It won’t get back to him.”

The first guy raised a brow. “Don’t trust him.”

“You don’t?”

“Nope.” He took a swig of his drink. “Pat, down at the hardware store, might tell you something.”

I scrutinized the others. “Have any of you seen him do anything not quite above board?”

The blonde played with a fry on her plate. “He ticketed a couple of us with no just cause. Said we were soliciting, that kind of thing. He even impounded Jack’s car, even though he was still within the allotted time on the street sign.”

This showed bad character, but it didn’t help me prove motive. “What about Trey? Did you ever witness any interaction between them?”

“I heard Trey say he was getting tired of the guy hanging around the farm.”

That was better. “And why? Was he there too much?”

The guy shrugged. “I guess because he’d invested in it or something. But he was getting in the way.”

I eyed him. “How so?”

“I don’t know. Something about the new cabins Trey was building.”

Some of the group had turned to talk amongst themselves. He had my full attention. “Ever heard anything about Mrs. Connell and the sheriff?”

“No.”

Cory and I thanked them and moved to a different table with a fifty-something-year-old couple. The man’s teeth were rotted and jagged. His bib overalls didn’t quite meet his socks. They already seemed to know who I was, too, but they didn’t clam up as I’d expected. I questioned them about Petty.

The woman’s permed hair didn’t move an inch as she bobbed and talked with big hand gestures. “He was in my sixth grade Sunday school class.”

On and on she went until she got to current events. I didn’t stop her. She built a picture of the growing officer, and I liked what I heard. When the woman got to the present day, I shifted in my seat, ready to ask more pertinent questions.

The woman took a deep breath. “Why are you asking about him? You’re here about Trey Connell.”

How to keep the true answer on the down low? “I’m curious how the sheriff’s department runs with him in charge. And I wonder what the general public thinks about him.”

The woman checked around and lowered her voice, her onion breath hitting me in the face. “I heard he was doing some business under the table.”

Cory shifted at my elbow. I caught his look. “What kind of business?”

Once again, the lady peeked around before elaborating. “Weapons sales.”

“Like, illegal stuff?” This was an unexpected turn.

She nodded.

Now we were getting somewhere. I maintained a straight face even though on the inside I wanted to cheer. Had Trey caught Petty making a deal? “Interesting. Do you know this for sure?”

The woman looked at her husband and lifted her shoulders. “Didn’t see it with my own eyes. But Ross Shravner might be able to tell you something. I heard he was involved somehow.”

Ross and Petty? I wanted to hug the woman, well, except I didn’t want to get too close to the onion breath. “Thanks. You’ve helped me a lot.”

The husband grinned. “Anytime.”

Cory and I regrouped with Shauna, and we pulled her to the corner to tell her what we’d heard. “Can you believe it?”

“Sure can. That guy over there said something similar about Petty.” Shauna lifted her chin in the direction of someone across the room.

“Conjecture is one thing. We need someone who’s actually seen an exchange of weapons.” I scratched my head. “This is bigger than I imagined in a small town like this.”

Cory looked at his watch. “Almost one-thirty.”

We took a table all the way in the back, far from the dwindling crowd.

I looked up in time to see the overall-clad gentleman wave and grin as he ushered his wife out the door. Nice folks. I waved back. To Cory I said, “These people are friendly. Not like the lot back at the farm.”

“They are. Almost to a fault.”

Tom unwrapped the large apron from around his waist and beckoned us to follow him behind closed doors. “Office.”

On the way to his office, tiled walls were littered with store policies and employee-of-the-month certificates in a random pattern that would make an OCD person lose it. I looked out the large window of the room into the kitchen where several cooks and a cashier made food and dealt with more customers and then turned to the smiling man.

Tom trained his eyes on Cory. “What’s up?”

Cory let Shauna take the only other seat in the room when I politely refused to sit. “I’m sure you heard Ava and Shauna are here to close the case—”

“I have. It’s not good business, all of this. Not right now.”

“I know.” Cory touched the rim of his hat. “But what can you do? We have to find out what happened.”

“You do. Trey was a nice guy.” Tom swiveled in his seat and flicked his eyes in my direction. “What do you think I know?”

I blinked. “We don’t think anything. We’re asking everyone.”

“Well, I can probably tell you the same things circling around all those tables.”

“Do you have proof? Have you witnessed any actual altercation between Trey and anyone else, or have you seen anything? Solid proof is what has eluded us.”

His eyes were sharp. This man knew people, seemed to read them well, including me. “No. Trey came in a lot. Helped out with the collection for Marcy Young’s daughter who has cancer. We keep a jar for donations on the front counter.”

Shauna questioned him some more about the charity and Trey’s involvement.

Once again, he told us nothing more other than the closing of the factory that held any significance to Trey’s death. And John Connell was ultimately responsible for that, not Trey.

I studied Tom. “You must see most of the people in this town on a regular basis. I heard this restaurant is the place to be. What do you know about Sheriff Petty?”

He widened his eyes. “Why’re you asking about him? He’s involved?”

I stopped him. “I didn’t say that. It’s just general questions.”

Shauna turned from me to Tom. “Would it surprise you if he was? We’re interested in hearing about a certain bit of gossip going around about him.”

He trained his eyes on Cory. “Let me guess, the illegal weapons story?”

We nodded.

He tapped the desk. “I’ve seen him talking to all kinds of folks, good and bad. I can’t say I know anything about it. No specifics. But it wouldn’t surprise me.”

“Oh?” My eyebrows rose. “And that’s because of what?”

He returned his gaze to me. “He was talking to Marty Lancer. And it looked real friendly, if you know what I mean.”

Here was a new name. “Who’s that?”

“He’s the biggest drug dealer in these parts.”
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Drug dealing and illegal weapons. Big reasons to shut up someone. We were finally getting somewhere.

I stood in front of the old brick hardware store beside a little grocery and sniffed the mix of fresh potting soil and firewood stacked for sale. The faded lettering on the front of the bricks indicated years of neglect, yet it gave the store a homey vibe. A tiny drop of water made me look to the skies. “Please don’t rain.”

Cory stopped at the door. “Huh?”

“Nothing.” One more plinked in my hair. I looked back at Jillian in the vehicle. Jillian typed away at her laptop, working on our newest lead, Marty Lancer.

Cory held the door for me. “Come on before it starts pouring.”

The store was dark enough to make me look around for any modern lighting. I glanced over the shelves and through the aisles to the end where a counter held one cash register. Bags of seeds emitted their own special scent unique to farming. What memory was it triggering?

Cory waited for me to finish my perusal of the entire store while Shauna remained outside the main door ready to signal us if the sheriff or one of his guard dogs made an appearance. He checked around the side of the aisle. “Pat Seward runs this place.”

We stopped at the counter, but no one was in sight. Cory rang a bell that rested beside the register.

I examined the shelves. Interesting metal parts littered the end cap. What in the world were they? Before I took a closer look, Cory tapped my arm. I rejoined him at the counter when a bent old gentleman hurried from a back hall.

“How can I help you?”

Cory reached out his hand for a handshake. “Hi, Pat. How’s it going?”

“Right good, Cory.”

Had the guy at the restaurant been joking or what? The man in front of us couldn’t possibly know anything about illegal weapons activity. He must be in his nineties. I wrung my hands together. And I’d gotten my hopes up that this man actually witnessed something.

He looked me up and down. “You must be—”

“Yes, she is.” Cory stopped the man. “Nothing’s a secret in these parts.”

“Can you blame us? What else do we have to do all day but talk?”

Cory laughed. I didn’t. As soon as anyone heard the word investigator, two things happened. First, most people got silent. Second, the ones who didn’t just wanted to gossip and add to their arsenal of gossip. They had no real information.

“Would you mind answering some questions?”

The gentleman took off his glasses and wiped his eyes. “Whatever you need to know I’ll be glad to tell you.”

I warmed to the tender scrutiny of the storeowner. “We were told you might know something about Sheriff Petty.” I hesitated. “About some illegal activity.”

He sputtered. “Who told you that?”

Cory answered. “One of the locals at Tom’s Deli said you would talk.”

The man shuffled around and avoided looking at me. “I guess. But it better not get back to Petty. I don’t need trouble. I’m too old to handle it.” He licked very dry lips. “So—”

I waited. He looked like he might back out and not tell us a thing.

How did anyone know Pat had information? If he didn’t want whatever it was to get out, he would’ve kept things to himself, wouldn’t he?

Pat stopped moving and sat on a bar stool at the register. “I seen Petty talking to Marty.”

“You did?”

“Yes, ma’am. I tried to avoid them, but they were in my store. Petty was asking him about dropping off something.”

I tried to hold his gaze, but he studied the counter in front of him with intensity. “Do you know what it was?”

“No. But why would the sheriff be talking to him? Everyone knows what Marty’s up to. Then I saw the sheriff slip him a couple bills.”

“Paid him off for something.” I managed to get him to look at me when I dipped my head in his direction.

Cory leaned in closer. “Pat, you’re helping more than you know. Keep going.”

He shook his head. “I heard him tell Marty something about a box out in some field. That’s all I heard. I swear. Please don’t let it get out. I don’t want to end up like Trey. I’ve got a few more good years in me.”

Why would they meet in a hardware store? I tried to piece it together. “Did either of them buy anything from you?”

“Marty always buys his fertilizer here.”

Fertilizer isn’t unusual. It was probably a big seller at this kind of store. “Why does he need it?”

“His old man owns a farm off Route 692.”

Weren’t some farm chemicals capable of being used to make certain types of drugs though? I looked around again. I’d have to get Jillian to research it for me. I shot her a quick text. But it didn’t explain what the sheriff wanted with him.

Pat fiddled with the cash register, wiping some dust from its face. He took a couple breaths. “I think I heard something about seven thirty in the evening.” He scratched his head. “What day was it? Oh, that would be tonight, I believe.”

What? It took me a moment to steady myself. “You think he was talking about meeting at the box?”

“I imagine that was what they were getting at. I’d gone around the corner to the hall when they mentioned it. Didn’t want them to think I was listening. And I was trying not to, I tell you. As I said, I don’t need no trouble.”

We thanked him and left.

As we exited the store, I ducked under the awning before heading into the fresh-scented rain that pelted the fabric awning above us. “See. I told you Petty did it. I knew it. Now we have to figure out what field he meant. Do you know?”

Cory frowned. “I think so. There’s this one section of the eastern field by a rock outcropping I’ve seen the sheriff there before. I’ll take you.”

Yes, yes, yes. I pumped my fist in the air. We could be celebrating the close of this case tonight. But considering who we were about to go against ruined my celebration. There was a very respected—and feared—sheriff to take down.

My phone began to buzz in my pocket. I pulled it out and almost clicked the talk button but checked the ID on it first. Dad’s picture filled my screen. Not right now. The excitement of knowing we were so close to nailing Sheriff Petty was replaced with a new dread of having to face Dad.

Cory paused in mid-step, and I turned to keep him from seeing it.

Should I answer? I glanced back at Cory. No. Not now. I wasn’t about to have it out with my father in the middle of the case when there were big plans to make for tonight. He wouldn’t really hear a word I had to say anyway.

I declined the call and shoved the phone out of sight.

“Everything OK?”

I whipped around. “Oh yeah.” With head down, I moved past him. “It’s just my dad.”

The warmth of his hand seeped into my shoulder when he touched me, but Cory didn’t comment. I sighed. His touch put more guilt on my conscience than if he’d reprimanded me in front of a crowd.
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Sitting in a bathroom to hide from my friends and the hottest cowboy on the eastern coast was a new low for me, but I needed five minutes to think. Alone. With no interruptions or death threats. And no eavesdropping. If the problems with my dad would just stop giving me a guilty conscience and the case hadn’t turned on me to make me check every corner for a boogeyman, then I’d be in a much better place.

The plan was to head to the festival where Sheriff Petty was on duty managing the crowds and the traffic. I rubbed my cheeks and ran through a checklist of possibilities.

Could Petty be scamming Mrs. Connell? If any of the talk was true, the sheriff might be using the farm as a drop off or pick up point for his illegal activities. It made sense, considering what the one local had told me about him spending too much time at the farm. What if Trey had caught him? Petty’s career would be over, and he’d be serving a lengthy sentence in prison.

That was more motive than anyone needed.

I prayed, “God work all this mess out. This case. My dad. I need You.”

He might not’ve answered me directly, but some peace washed over me. It seemed to come from nowhere. “Thank You.” I stared into the mirror, not really seeing my face. I better hurry. Washing my hands, I took one last real look and exited the tiny place.

Cory held up a map of the area when I got back in Jillian’s SUV. “These two farms are the only ones close enough for Petty to reach the crime scene so fast.”

I peered at it. The farms weren’t visible from the road. I hadn’t even noticed the entrances to them when we’d driven through the area. “Great. Let’s make a visit before we go to the festival.”

Jillian turned into the first drive. The name on the mailbox read Lonner.

Woods lined the drive, thick and dark. The rain came down hard and obscured my full view of the property. “This is going to put a damper on the festival.”

Cory pulled at his seatbelt. “I hope it doesn’t last.”

As if on command, the rain slowed and a bit of sun peeked through a thick cloud.

Jillian braked as a front tire hit a deep rut in the road. I bounced in the seat and jostled against Cory’s shoulder.

He smiled, a look I couldn’t quite read on his face.

My cheeks burned, but I returned his gaze. This was turning into something whether I liked it or not.
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After I bumped into Ava, her cheeks turned the most appealing shade of pink. If only I could touch her hand for a second. My head caught up to my senses as I started to reach out to her but pulled back in time to avoid an awkward moment. No. Don’t get too close too fast. What was I thinking? My old self, always ready for the women, wanted physical contact regardless if I knew them well or not. It could not be that way with Ava. I wouldn’t let it. Instead, I clenched my hands in my lap and took a few deep breaths.

As soon as Jillian parked, she pulled out her phone and began to speak into her phone. “Lonner. Public record search. Madison County.”

I hurried to the front porch of an old farmhouse with Ava and Shauna. Peeling white paint, exposed bare wood in some places, displayed years of neglect. The porch sagged on one side. Better stay clear of that area. I took in the yard full of gaudy lawn ornaments. A desolate barn was situated to the left of the house. Lonner had said he was going to fix it up this summer, but he hadn’t touched a thing.

I glanced at the yard that opened to a field scattered with cattle. At least they were well tended.

Minutes later, no one had come to the door.

I closed the screen door and headed to the safer end of the porch to check the other side of the house. “I don’t see Mr. Lonner’s truck. I bet they’re at the festival. Most folks in these parts participate in some way. He’s probably playing with his Bluegrass band sometime today at the pavilion.”

At the second farm, we stepped into the sunbeams that pushed through the clouds. Thank You, God, for the extra warmth. It kissed my face for a moment before I strode back to Shauna and Ava.

When we reached the porch, the front screen door creaked on its hinges and opened. I eyed the farmer who closed the door behind him, and I gave him a cordial nod. “Hey, Stan. How’s it going?”

The man pushed his hands into his wiry hair. It didn’t help. It stood on end in a wild frizz. “Cory. Good ta see you. What’s up?”

I pointed to the investigators. “This is Ava Worthington and her associate, Shauna Pratley. They’re working the murder case for John. Got time to answer some questions?”

The old guy rested his hand on his thigh for support as he eased down the porch steps in halting movements. He’d told me once that he’d needed a new hip for years. I wish I had a way to help him get the surgery. “Only if you’re going to help me fix a couple things while we talk.”

Stan shook the women’s hands. He was good at conning people to help him. He considered it a trade of wares. And I kind of liked the barter system too, but not when I was in a hurry. I eyed Ava, who gave a slight shrug. “Sure. What do you need me to do?”

At the bottom of the stairs, Stan straightened and pointed with a bent, arthritic finger. “See that barn door over there? I could use your help rehanging the top hinge.”

I shielded my eyes from the sun and studied the building in the distance. “OK.”

In motion so slow I was sure time stood still, we walked behind the old guy. I fought the urge to move past Stan and grab the wooden toolbox he headed for at the side of the house. The farmer took it off the bench and moved across the yard. I reached out to him. “Want me to carry if for you?”

“That would be mighty nice, young’un.”

I shifted it to my other hand. What wouldn’t I give to hold Ava’s hand as we walked at inch-worm pace through a gate and to the barn? I nodded at her in the direction of Stan. Now was a good chance to ask questions. At this rate, she’d have a chance to get Stan’s whole life story too.

With one giant step, Ava moved to the farmer’s side. “As you probably heard, Trey Connell was murdered a few months ago.”

“I did. Sad thing to happen. I feel bad for Mr. Connell. I know what it is to lose a son. Mine died several years back in this war we’re fighting right now. Said it was friendly fire.” He shook his head. “Don’t git it, I don’t.”

Ava reached out as if to comfort the man but retracted her hand before contact. She really seemed to care about everyone around her. “I’m so sorry to hear of your loss.”

Shauna echoed her sentiments. I bet she understood deeper than I ever would.

“Thanks.” His eyes scanned the ground, and he stepped over a pile of cow dung.

I held in a laugh when Ava tried to miss one but didn’t manage to avoid it. She didn’t think it was as funny as Shauna and I did.

The cold moisture covering the semi-tall grass soaked the bottoms of my jeans. Ava wasn’t getting too wet, was she? I checked. She was collecting water as much as I was. I averted my eyes and fought the thoughts trying to form. It was hard being so close to her. Before she arrived, I’d gained control, managed to keep women at a distance. But she’d proven I hadn’t changed as much as I thought. Not good.

She swiped her hands across her jeans. “Could you tell us anything about the Connells? Are you friends with them? Do you know how things are going at the farm?”

We stopped in front of the barn door. I set the toolbox on the ground and checked the hinge. A Philips screw driver would do the trick. I searched the box.

Stan bent down, hands on his knees. “I get along fine with them. They don’t bother me much for anything. Trey would come out sometimes and help me if I needed. Well, not before when he was a teenager, but once he moved back.” He stood and looked across the field. “See the fencing? He helped me install new wire on a good portion of it. Cory, here, did too.”

The old man gave me a good thump on my back. I stood, screwdriver in hand. “We did. He was a hard worker.”

Without asking, Ava and Shauna moved to hold the door while I took out the rusted screws that dared me to pull them out of the wood. I pressed with all my might to keep the tool from stripping the screws.

“I don’t care for Mrs. Connell,” Stan continued. “She yelled at Basil when she got loose a while back. Didn’t even try to help me corral the animal.”

Ava pressed into the door to hold it still as it gave from the pressure of my work. “One of your cows?”

“Yes, ma’am. And that wasn’t all. She’s not the friendly type. Not even after all these years around these parts. I guess you can’t take the city out of some people.”

With the door propped on her foot, Ava reached down and took a few galvanized lag screws out of the toolbox, handing one to me. The right ones. She did know about repairs. I took it, catching her hand in mine as I did so.

She’d be a welcome partner at the farm. Having help could grow on me.

She cleared her throat and then spoke. “About Trey. Did you ever hear of him breaking the law—doing anything not quite above board?”

“When he was a teen, but didn’t we all?” He winked at her and elbowed her arm.

She grinned. “Not all of us. But I get what you mean.” She paused. “Have you heard of any changes coming to Stone Ridge Farms? Things that might anger the workers?”

“No, ma’am.” He cocked an eyebrow. “Like what?” He drew out the last word.

“Oh, nothing.” Ava pushed against the door again as I screwed in the new screw.

Shauna moved behind the door and pushed against it, giving me more leverage.

“Thanks.”

“Sure.” Her muffled answer reached me.

Ava handed me the next screw. “Stan, the main reason we stopped by was to ask you if Sheriff Petty was here the afternoon Trey died.”

The farmer scratched his leg. “I don’t recall seeing him. Sometimes he likes to sit at the end of my drive and ticket speeders.” His eyes bounced back and forth as his hand came to his chin. “Nope. Now I remember. I was out in the woods gathering kindling all afternoon. I definitely didn’t see him.”

Should we ask about the local gossip circling the sheriff? I took another screw from Ava. “There’s talk he’s involved in something with Marty Lancer.”

“Oh? I don’t know about it. I have to draw the line somewhere with these folks.”

We stood back while I swung the door open and shut. “There you go.”

“Thanks. I knew I could count on you, Cory. You, too, ladies.”

As we followed him back to the front yard, I whispered in Ava’s ear, “So Petty could’ve been here at the time even if Stan didn’t see him.”

One more tick mark against the sheriff.
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I trained my gaze on the blend of orange, red, and yellow leaves touching every tree up the side of the mountain. Fall was the best time of year—if you subtracted a murder inquiry. The hope of temperatures lowering, and several of the best holidays of the year, made me want to clap with joy. And having Cory at my side was the biggest bonus of the trip so far even if it was short-lived. Well, a paying gig helped too. And now that we were on the cusp of catching Petty in the act of illegal activity, the whole day was shining like the sky after a storm.

Shauna pressed her shoulder against the side of the vehicle and tapped on Jillian’s window. “I’m dying to see that fiddle play-off. You know my uncle used to do those when I was a kid. You’re going to love it.”

Jillian lowered the glass. “Come on. Get in.”

“I guess.” I turned to Jillian, but Cory cut me off before I could say more.

“It’s true. You haven’t heard real music until you’ve been to one of those. And we have a high chance of finding Lonner at the festival.”

I wrinkled my brows together. Oh, the first farmer. “Good point. Jillian, to the festival.”

My friend saluted. “I didn’t find anything other than some moonshine charges against Lonner. Nothing he got time for. Nothing against Stone Ridge Farms. Stan either.”

These country people were interesting. “No neighbor conflicts?”

“None that I saw. But Lonner did put in a complaint against the sheriff’s department for parking in his drive to ticket people.”

I went to open the door. “I bet that didn’t go over well with Petty.”

Cory stopped me. “Can we ride over to my place before we head to the festival?”

I’d love to see his place. To get a true picture of who he was when he wasn’t a working cowboy. “What do you need there?”

He pulled me away from the conversation Shauna and Jillian were having. “I want to pick up some gear and an air mattress, clothing, that kind of stuff for my stay—at your place tonight.”

“Right.” I pulled the door open. “I hate to think of you sleeping on the floor again. That’s good when you’re ten, not a grownup.”

“I’ve slept in worse places.”

“Yeah? Where?”

“Well, when I run the hunting parties we sleep in tents on the hard ground in the mountains. It gets colder than you think at night up there.”

I stepped back to the open window. “Cory needs to stop at his place.”

“Fine. Let’s go.”

The twenty-minute drive had been slow going with the steep incline up the small mountain peak. Cory must park at the bottom and walk down on snowy days. I climbed out of the SUV and waited for him. “I can’t believe you own your own mountain. It’s beautiful up here.”

Plateaus of land marked garden locations. The dried husks of rows of corn took up one section.

He searched in his pocket. “Excuse the mess. I haven’t had a chance to clean out the garden beds.”

Shauna circled around the vehicle. “I like your place.”

He nodded and moved to the stoop of his bungalow-style home.

Had it been built in the thirties? It had the look of an old depression-era photo. Lots of peeling paint. No decorative cornices or moldings anywhere. The front door opened on the narrow side of the house, not the typical location.

I assessed the cost of fixing it up until he looked back at me and gestured for us to enter. It would take quite a bit to get the outside into shape. What would it be like to work alongside Cory and revive this bungalow? It needed a front porch too. Before I headed inside, my eyes fell on the exposed foundation of brick pillars that held up the house. That definitely should be shored up and soon.

Blue paint for the exterior, black shutters, white framing. It would set the house off for the style.

Inside, we stood in a living room, kitchen combo area. The hardwood floors gleamed with a high polyurethane finish, original to the house for sure but like new. He must’ve spent hours on them. Old wallpaper peeled in the corners and at the top of the walls.

I sucked in a breath. The furniture was rich and expensive. Not anything like the ragged house. I studied the heavy oak table with raw bark edging. Nice. What had he done for a living before to afford these luxurious items?

Cory disappeared down a short hall and returned a few minutes later. “Can’t find the air mattress. Give me a minute.”

Shauna elbowed me and lowered her voice. “Dumpy and nice all rolled into one. Wow.”

I pursed my lips. That wasn’t very nice. I could just see the bathroom from where I stood. It looked fresh and new. Must be the only thing he’d updated. And it was large. Had it been a bedroom first?

Cory rifled through a tiny closet at the end of the hall. “Got it.”

Shauna moved to the old kitchen sink. “Mind if I get a glass of water?”

“No. Glasses are to your right.”

She pulled a dingy curtain aside and picked a glass. “Thanks.”

I couldn’t help it. Scraping away the wallpaper and painting the walls, even adding some repurposed crown molding to the room, would be an easy fix to bring this place up-to-date. There were no water marks on the ceiling and walls, and the ceiling didn’t sag anywhere, which proved the house’s solidness. It would be a great space once remodeled.

With a sleeping bag in hand, Cory waited for me to put up my hands and tossed it to me. “I want to show you something before we go.”

I pulled the bag to my chest and hugged it.

Shauna gulped down the water and put the glass in the sink. “Your water’s weird.”

He shrugged. “Not to me.”

Shauna walked toward the front door.

I stopped her. “We’ll be right there. Cory wants to show me something.” I winced and waited for my partner to make a snide remark. “You know what I mean.”

Shauna left it alone, for once.

We dropped his gear in the back of the SUV, and then he led me to the back of the house. I squinted against the sun and spun around. Anyone could be watching us from the trees. They were thick at the edges of his yard, like everywhere on the mountain. I stared hard at the rustle of underbrush not far from me. A squirrel’s tail waved as it climbed the nearest tree.

Cory helped me up a huge rock outcropping. “See? This is my thinking spot. I like to sit up here when I get a chance.”

Together we sat. I rubbed my knees and watched the squirrel on a branch not far away. “You must really love the peace out here. I could get used to it too.”

He picked up a leaf and twirled it in his hands. Its yellow speckled surface danced around in an uneven turn.

All the expensive furniture and artwork in his house had showed me a very different side of Cory. And lots of questions spun webs around my thoughts. Ones that wouldn’t be quiet until I asked. But how would he take them? Would he think I was prying? “So…your place.”

“Yeah. I know it needs a lot of work, but I keep long hours at the farm. There’s no time to do much here.”

“The furniture is interesting.” I looked at him through my lashes. Was he about to shut down and clam up like the first day we met?

His breath rushed out in a heavy sigh. “I used to be CEO of a company. It’s—I had to quit.” He wouldn’t look me in the eye. “I made some bad choices. Almost lost the company completely.”

I gave him the time he needed to process and continue—stilted at first, then words rushed out. “I, I ended up in a scandal over some women. Lots of lawyers got involved. I was lucky—blessed to come out of it without a conviction and jail time.”

Now he watched me, eyes dark except for the glint of light in the corners.

What was I supposed to think? I tried not to pull back, to look like he’d named the one thing I couldn’t handle. “Women?”

“Yes. They were paid to ruin me. One of my colleagues knew my weakness in women, and he used it to oust me from my position.”

Not good. “What happened?”

“They tried to get me on assault charges.”

“Like—?”

He cut me off. “Yes, that. But I could prove I was never alone with them. We were at a bar and that was it. But it was enough to break the general public’s opinion of the company. I had to leave the position that took me years to get.”

Women. I should’ve guessed. He had a natural charm that had touched me from day one. Was it charisma or an innate sense of the opposite gender? There were too many questions still circling. Could I trust him? Had he really been set up? Jillian had a way to find out soon enough. I scratched that thought. I needed to trust him if I was considering a relationship with him. But still…

He pulled up his knees and stared into the woods. “I’m glad it happened. I would’ve never gotten saved, or changed, if I’d stayed. God had to take me out of the money and the prestige to break me, so He could fix me.” He shrugged. “Man, was it painful, but I see that it had to happen.”

“I can imagine.”

“We better not keep your partners waiting too long.” Without warning, he pulled me up. At least he’d told me, but I saw in his eyes he was trying to not relive the hurt.

I dusted off my pants then stopped him from scaling down by grabbing his hand. “That’s why you’re here? To get away from all of that?”

“Yes. This place sat empty for way too long. I hadn’t even thought about it until the night I knew I was losing everything. Seemed like the right choice to gain perspective and hide.”

It was the perfect place to disappear. I squeezed his hand. “Are you still hiding?”

He peered into my eyes, causing me to squirm. “Not now.” He held my gaze. “I want to get to know you better. I want—” He pulled back a bit. “I think we should…consider dating.”

My eyebrows shot up. As I climbed down from the rock, I stumbled into him, and he threw his arms around me.

“Sorry. I’ve got you.” He paused. “What do you think?”

He was kind, thoughtful, strong. His faith was evident. Everything I’d never had before in a boyfriend. But still—the distance. When did long distance relationships ever work? And it’d only been three days since we’d met. Could this be some phenomena related to the duress we’d been under? I braced my hands on his arms. He didn’t drop them. “But…”

He started to pull away, but I held tight. “I want to, I do, but what if this attraction isn’t real? What—”

His eyes danced. “Oh, it’s real.”

“I know, but what if we screw it up because it’s all based on the emotions of this case?”

He softened his grip. “We’ll take it slow.”

All the voices in my head—my dad, my old co-workers at the repair business—blocked out what I longed to accept. I’d screw this up. It’d all come to nothing. “Can I think about it?”

He flinched. “Sure. Great.”

Oh no. I’d hurt him. What should I do? I backed up a step. But to try and fix it now would be rash.

Shauna cleared her throat behind us, and I jumped. “What’s taking so long?”

I jerked out of his grasp. “We’re coming.”

My friend spun on her heel and disappeared around the side of the house.

His warmth, the touch of his hands. All of it woke me up to the possibility of being loved by a good man. What would his lips be like against mine? I peered at his rounded lips.

Cory turned. “She has terrible timing.”

With a toss of my hair, I straightened my coat. “I know.”

We walked to the front of the house, but he lowered his head to mine before we got too close to the SUV. “I want you to look up my history. See for yourself. I want to get off on the right start.”

I made as if to protest, but he stopped me. “I mean it. You have to judge for yourself.”

Cory pulled me toward the waiting SUV. A chill rocked through me at a gust of wind that ripped past us and around Cory’s old house.

I jumped when my phone buzzed. I had service all the way up here? I took the phone out of my pocket. It had to be Dad. Again. I sent it to voicemail, but before I got to the vehicle it rang again. With a huff, I pushed the talk button and motioned for Cory to go ahead. “Dad, I’m busy.”

His heavy breathing suggested he was still working while talking. “What, no hi, hello, how are you? Listen, you have to talk to me some time.”

I bit my lip. “Hi, Dad. What do you need?”

“I want to know how my girl is doing.”

I put a hand on my hip and begged the tears to stay away. “That’s the problem. You still treat me like a little girl, and I’m not. I know almost as much as you do in the reconstruction business, but you won’t ever acknowledge it. Think about it. I’ve been working with you since I was a teenager.”

Jillian came to my side. I tried to give her a reassuring smile but failed. Cory stayed back. Good. He didn’t need to hear the conversation.

Jillian touched my arm and gave me a weak smile. My body language must’ve given me away.

Dad sounded like he was sanding something. “I called to apologize. Your mother told me I better.”

I bit off an answer. It would be Mom trying to keep the peace, wouldn’t it? Not him. “I don’t want to talk if you’re not going to listen.”

“Let me get this straight. You just up and quit, and I’m supposed to be OK with it? You put me in a bad spot on the job site now that I’m short a worker.”

“You knew I was going on a P.I. trip. It’s not like you didn’t have Joe to fill my spot.”

“Well—he’s not you.”

So, he was going to admit he was wrong…that he did need me? I breathed into the phone. “I want you to recognize that I know what I’m doing. No more checking after me. Can’t you see I’ve proven myself?”

“It’s just—”

“No, Dad. I mean it.”

“Listen, I gotta go. Call me later.”

I hung up the phone without saying good-bye and shook my head. He wouldn’t say it. It didn’t matter what I did. He refused to see my work for the quality it was. Keeping the tears at bay, I studied the ground.

Shauna squeezed my forearm. “Your work is amazing. You don’t have to hear it from him to know it’s true.”

Cory moved to the group with hesitant steps. “You OK?”

I wanted to say yes, but the words wouldn’t come out. Instead, I gave him a weak smile.

Jillian guided me closer to the vehicle. “You can fix my house—when I get one—anytime you want. And I appreciate your work. I wouldn’t trust anyone as much as I trust you.”

Shaking off the frustration, I forced the case back into the forefront of importance. I had a different kind of work to do here, and I wouldn’t fail at it too.

But was it possible that Dad was right? Did I lack in some ways? The feeling of inadequacy had haunted me for years. He was the reason. Yet I couldn’t shake it off with every job I did and every case I closed.

We drove to the festival. The rain hadn’t kept many away. People poured into the entrance of the festival grounds, some stopping to take pictures in front of the two-bale-high scarecrow that was spray painted onto them. It would be fun to get a shot of my friends for my album if we hurried. “Hey, let’s stop there.”

We waited our turn. “Cory, do you mind?”

He took my phone, and I directed him how to work it.

After snapping a few pictures of us, Shauna hurried to him and stole the camera out of his hand. “It’s your turn. Get in there with Ava.”

Jillian moved away before I could catch her shoulder. When Cory pressed against my side, I fought the buzz in my limbs at his closeness. Boy, he smelled good. I leaned in. Nice. Too bad we had to move for the next family to take their photos.

A mother shifted from foot to foot, a toddler on her hip, pushing close to us in an effort to get us to move. I hastened out of her way. If Petty was here, we had the safety of the crowd to protect us from him. I squared my shoulders and scanned the area. He was taller than most. It shouldn’t be too hard to spot him over the crowds.

Moving with the people, Cory took my hand and pulled me close. It would be easy to lose him in this throng. Once through the gates, the people dispersed. I looked to Jillian who blinked rapidly and pulled in her shoulders as much as she could. She didn’t have the usual wild look in her eyes. That was fantastic.

I got closer to Cory so he could hear me over the stream of country music blaring from a stage not far to the left. What would it be like to be his? To be close to him whenever I wanted? I refocused on the mission. “Where’s the best place to find Lonner?”

“At the pavilion. He likes to eat.”

I grinned. The pie tasting contest would make a great snack right now.

We moved through the crowds. People thronged every side of the pavilion with plates of food. The deep-frying odor of funnel cakes returned to force me into considering getting a big one.

Cory squeezed my hand and nodded toward a table in the center of the room surrounded by a bunch of snap-button-shirted men with sweat stains around their armpit areas. I winced.

He stopped on the outskirts of the boisterous group, Shauna tailing behind us. “Hey, Lonny.”

The talking stopped and all eyes turned to me, not Cory.

“Man, glad to see you here.” Must be Lonny. His gaze turned to Cory after a moment.

Cory shook his hand, but it didn’t look like a good idea. The blackened nails and sweaty skin of the fellow didn’t look too clean. “Could we talk to you?”

It took the guy two tries to get out of his chair, and the acrid smell that followed him made me want to put my hand to my nose, but I refrained.

Eyes followed us. Cory stopped on the far side of the pavilion that was closed off with a roughhewn wall. “Lonny, did you see Sheriff Petty on your property that Tuesday in June when Trey was killed?”

Spitting on the ground in front of Cory, Lonny pulled up his thick jeans. “No, sir. Could’a been but better not’a been. I filed a complaint against him parking out front, ya know?”

“We do know.”

The dirty farmer stared at me, but Shauna blocked his view and crossed her arms. “Do I need to file a complaint?”

I wanted to laugh. The old guy could barely walk without assistance. He was no threat.

He stuttered, then dropped his gaze. “No.”

When the farmer returned to his seat, Cory waited for a family to pass before continuing the conversation. “I believe he’s telling the truth.”

“That means we still don’t know if Petty was there or not.” I scanned the crowd and paused when Tad and José appeared at the edge of the pavilion. “I think we need to enlist Tad tonight. We can’t go to the field alone without some type of police protection. What do you think?”

Jillian held up her thumbs, but Shauna shook her head. “What if he’s involved?”

It was a good point, but he’d talked to me and that said a lot about where he stood. “We haven’t heard anyone say he is. None of the locals tied him to Sheriff Petty’s activities or anything.”

Before Cory had a chance to speak, I lunged away from them and toward the two men. “Come on, you guys.”

The men stopped talking.

Tad shoved his hands into his back pockets. “Hello, Miss Worthington.”

“We need to talk, Tad.”

José waved and took off. Fast.

I giggled as I watched his fleeing back. What was that about?

Cory gestured over his shoulder when he caught up to me. “It would be better to talk away from the crowds.”

We climbed the hill to the stand of trees at the base of the mountain where the lodge rested and gave Tad the lowdown on Petty.

I stared him down for any signs of deception. At first, his mouth fell open. Then he rubbed the nape of his neck. “I have a hard time believing this theory you have.”

I got a bit closer to him. “You haven’t at least heard the talk going around town?”

“I try to avoid it. I’m new on the force. I can’t screw up my career by listening to idle gossip.”

“But you have to admit it could be possible. Think of all the facts we’ve presented.”

He backed away, hands up. “You can’t go making claims against someone with his authority without some heavy repercussions.”

He wasn’t getting out of helping us. I hated to use his indiscretion, but what choice did I have? “Tad, we need you. We trust you. Look, we’ve overlooked something for you. Now we need some help.”

Shauna pressed closer still to him. “We’ll take full responsibility if things go different than we plan.”

He gave himself a shake and avoided our eyes. “I don’t know.”

“You wouldn’t want to work for a murderer, would you?” Jillian chimed in. “To know that all you do is for nothing because a killer runs the county?”

His lips formed a straight line. “No, I wouldn’t. I have detail at the festival the last two hours. Maybe I could happen upon you guys out there. Then it wouldn’t seem as if—”

I liked his thinking. “Yes. That’s a great idea. Then you have the least involvement. We take the brunt of the action.”

Cory pulled out his radio. “We can stay in contact.”

Nodding, Tad looked down the hill at the festival activities. “I hate this. But I guess there’s no choice.”

I wanted to do my own line dance. Thank You, Lord.

Now to find the box location and get into position…and not get killed.
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Cory

 

I cast a glance at the low, hovering sun in the sky. Oranges and pinks began to transform the heavens as the sun descended to a blood-red sheen just above the mountaintops. Was it a sign? Should I be afraid of the minutes to come? I steered the palomino horse around a downed tree and looked back to the women on Lucky, Cherry, and Ozzy. Ava sat with easy comfort on the black western saddle I’d chosen for her, but Jillian was another story. She bounced and swung her arms with each stride of the thoroughbred she rode. Shauna rode as if she’d done it for years, though. Good. At least there was only one potential victim to save if the horse got a whiff of Jillian’s fear and took off back to the barn.

I spun back around and turned the horse toward the east. “See that ridge up there? We’re headed that way. Once we figure out where we need to be, we’re going to have to walk back there. The horses make too much noise to leave them with us.”

Jillian gave a small laugh. “Good.”

Ava cantered up to me. “Wish we could’ve done this sooner and under different circumstances. I didn’t realize how much I miss riding.”

I sat back in my saddle. To have her riding beside me all the time…

The necessary silence of the journey forced me into think mode. I tried to keep away the sting of her rejection. Well, that wasn’t fair. She hadn’t outright said she wouldn’t date me. And my life could go on as planned once she left. Quiet. Wasn’t it what I wanted? I ticked through the past year. The quiet was a guise to hide, not to get away from the world and contemplate my bad choices as originally planned. Yet so much good had come out of it. My turn to God being the biggest thing. But I had to admit, life alone wasn’t looking so savory. Ava had true grit, guts…and faith. Things would be interesting with her.

About her job. Could I handle the danger she’d be involved in on certain cases? Now I had an inkling what police officers’ wives went through every time their husbands left for work. Yet there’d be no persuading her to stop. It was her gift. I could see it.

I readjusted my hat and watched her from the corner of my eye.

She was worth the work. How many days were left before she headed home? Four days. Not long, but time enough to show her we needed a shot together.

Ava glanced behind her. “You don’t think we’re drawing attention, do you?”

I stopped musing. “No. There are trail riding tours scheduled all day.” I maneuvered the horse a little closer then took her hand and rubbed it before letting go. She looked the part with my white cowboy hat she’d pulled off my head before jumping on her horse. I’d found my black one in the tack room and put it on. “Once we get closer, the hill dips down and then no one can see us.”

She eased back a bit. “No wonder Sheriff Petty picked the area.”

A few more minutes of quiet had me considering all the ways to get her to see my position on the dating issue.

We cleared the precipice and started down, avoiding sharp rock outcroppings. I held up a hand and halted my horse. “You all stay here. Let me get a closer look.”

Jillian waved me over to her. “First help me get off this thing.”

I gave her support and helped her get down without falling. “Hold the reins, or she’ll run home before you know it.”

Her mouth formed an “oh,” hands gripping the reins so tight her knuckles were white. “I should’ve stayed in my room.”

I left my horse with Ava and checked around the site. It wasn’t very likely any of the farmhands would bring anyone back this way. It must be one of the reasons the sheriff had chosen the spot. Seclusion.

With light steps, I moved in a zigzag until clear footprints and hoof marks circled in one area. They were faint. Not far away, a set of stones created an outcropping like an island. They’d make a good hiding place for a medium-sized box, but nothing too large.

I called Ava to my side. “See? I bet they’re hiding things there.”

Wait. Something was already there. A corner showed under the rocks. My pulse picked up a rapid beat. “Look.”

Ava bent low. Her hand went to the cut on her neck. “I can’t believe it…. Well, I can. I’ve been saying it was him for a while.”

I stopped and listened, the wind bringing sounds from the activity across the way. “We better leave.”

She hopped up and spun around, eyes wide. “What is it?”

I didn’t want to alarm her. “It’s—I don’t know if I’m hearing the band noise or what, but we better go. Could be the sheriff. It’s hard to say. Maybe he decided to come early.”

She reached for the rocks, but I moved her away. “No, we have to go.”

“But…”

I lowered my voice to a whisper. “Sorry.”

We hurried to the horses and trotted back down the hill, taking an alternate route. I glanced back over and over but didn’t see anyone. Ava kept pace with me. I tried to give her a reassuring smile, but she didn’t look like she believed it. “It would’ve been nice to see what’s in the box, but I didn’t want to take a chance.” I scanned the fields in front of us. “We should go this way when we return. It’ll give us a chance to get to the trees over there.”

We unsaddled the horses at the barn and then worked our way back up the hill as quietly as possible.

Ava fidgeted.

Shauna kept readjusting something in her back pocket. I scowled and stared at her. “You got a weapon?”

She shrugged. “Of course. How else would we protect ourselves if he goes nuts on us like yesterday?”

Things could go bad quickly if she got too scared and actually used it, but who was I to say anything? She had been in the military, and Ava trusted her with the team. She had to be good enough to stay cool under pressure. The knife in my pocket was my own form of comfort.

Changing the channel on my radio, I listened. “Tad, you copy?”

Tad’s voice came through. “I’m on the lower west lot. I’m heading your way as soon as I can, but it’ll be a bit. I can’t leave my post too soon, so keep your distance. If you see our suspect, do not approach for any reason. I have Johnson on standby too.”

I put my hand to my forehead. Johnson better keep quiet. Tad’s voice broke across the line again. “I haven’t compromised our position. He thinks he’s following orders from Petty, that’s all.”

Gutsy move. I put the radio back in my pocket and checked the time. Six fifteen. An hour and fifteen minutes ’til the sheriff was due near the ridge. We should’ve thought of eating before returning. But there wasn’t enough time. We had to be in position and well-hidden before Petty made his appearance.

My stomach growled. Were the investigators as hungry as I was?

The closer we drew, the more acid poured into my gut. This wasn’t a game to play; it was serious stuff. At least two people had died because of it. Why hadn’t I brought my rifle? A knife couldn’t compete with a bullet.

I shook my head. Tad had said to stay away if things went awry. Did I need a gun?

I lowered myself to a squat and waited for the women to come up beside me. It took twice as long without the horses, and they must be getting tired.

Shauna showed the stealth of the trained soldier she was.

Jillian had no trouble keeping up either. This team was well-chosen by Mr. Connell. And I was thankful beyond words that God had seen fit to let me be a part of this.

We stopped about ten feet from the edge of the trees. I swept away the leaves in one spot. We didn’t need our cover blown with rustling.

Ava and Shauna helped me lay some brush in front of us to thicken the screen where we hoped to remain hidden. Some rocks helped to shield us as well. I looked up to the sky. It would be completely dark by the time Sheriff Petty showed. It was great for us, but had Petty considered how hard that would make his exchange?

Crunching sent us all to the ground.
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Ava

 

It was too early. Sheriff Petty couldn’t be here already. Cory’s strong hand held me to the ground. My heart pounded against the cold earth below me. I scanned the field. This was our first stakeout against a murderer. That knowledge hit me between the shoulders and stole my breath. Things could go wrong in a second. Sheriff Petty had a gun, and he knew how to use it. Was I putting my partners and Cory in unnecessary danger? I fidgeted with the cuff of my coat. There was no going back now, and a murderer had to be stopped, plain and simple.

Shauna’s arm grazed mine and made me flinch. My partner held a set of binoculars to her eyes. I pulled a small pair out of my own bag as quietly as I could. Looking through them, I had a hard time getting them to focus. When all was clear in the lenses, I concentrated so hard I heard my pulse in my ears over the sound of the forest. No person or animal.

Five minutes later, we all sat up and dropped the binoculars. The music from below began to die down. I took out some freeze-dried fruit and some jerky and passed it to Cory.

Cory grasped the bag and dug through it for a handful of both. “Thanks. I was thinking about the lack of food.”

Shauna pulled a piece of jerky between her teeth then chewed. “We’ve been on more than one stakeout. Maybe not a murder one but still.”

He peered at my bag. “What else you got in there?”

I showed him the different items like pepper spray, thermal blanket, and LED flashlight that were in there.

He balanced his arms on his knees. “Impressive.”

By seven fifteen, my muscles began to contract with each passing moment. It was almost impossible to control the little gasps of breath that escaped my lips.

Any minute now.

Darkness hovered around us in a mantle. Too dark to see the sheriff.

I took a few cleansing breaths, tried to refocus. Would this part ever get easy?

Cory set his radio on mute. He whispered in my ear, “Tad should be right over that hill by now.”

I nodded. Everything we’d studied, all the hard work to get to this point sucked more than my breath away. It only took one screw-up, one mistimed shout-out, to ruin this night and our careers. I prayed hard for protection.

A faint glow from a small flashlight came over the hill.

We lowered to the ground.

The swoosh of blood filled my ears. No extra breaths now. Only shallow ones.

Switching my binoculars to night vision, I trained them on the person coming closer.

Petty.

And someone else.

What? I held my breath. An accomplice?

The sheriff wasn’t in uniform.

Each step matched the pounding of my chest.

His light dimmed as he held it against his thigh. Then it swung out again and the beam touched the rock covering the box.

He took in the field, spinning to gaze behind him. The guy at his side crouched a little more with each step.

I caught the flashing lights from Cory’s radio in the corner of my eye. He covered it with one smooth motion.

The sheriff bent low, swept the flashlight around one more time, then set it on the ground to face the rocks.

Rock scraped against rock until several were piled to the side. He pulled a wooden container free with the help of his partner.

Shauna shifted at my elbow, her gun landing on the quiet dirt between her elbows. I couldn’t see Jillian.

Sheriff Petty pulled something out of the box. Then a few more items. He picked up his flashlight and shined it on them.

Four semiautomatic rifles. Many handguns.

I strained to see any markings, but I wasn’t close enough to pick up detail.

Shauna shifted again, sending her bag tinkling onto its side.

I squeezed my eyes shut. Oh, great. Did he hear?

His light bounced off the brush in front of us. “Who’s there?”

He strode toward us. Our cover was blown.

Shauna shot up, pistol in hand. “Stop there, Sheriff Petty.”

His hand went to his own piece at his side.

I jumped up, my throat so tight I couldn’t breathe, flashlight in hand. “Don’t do that, please.”

To our right, the scuffle of feet caused Petty to swivel and pull the weapon. “What do you think you’re doing out here?”

His partner, hands up, backed away a couple steps.

Cory strode in his direction. “Don’t move. You heard her.”

The guy stood stock-still, except the slight quiver of his bottom lip.

“That’s what we’ve been wondering about your arrival,” I breathed out the reply. “But it looks like you’ve got a good reason to be here. Illegal weapons.”

He lowered his gun slowly.

Tad and another officer called out, “Sheriff’s Deputy. Put your guns down. Now.”

Shauna paused for a brief second then dropped hers, muscles straining on her forearm.

Sheriff Petty swore. “You have no idea—”

Tad didn’t drop his weapon. He talked into the radio at his shoulder then directed his remarks at the sheriff. “Looks like you’re in some kind of trouble, Sheriff.”

The other officer held up his gun, but it shook a little as Tad then trained his on the other suspect.

Petty addressed Johnson. “Put that down. I’m your senior officer. You will listen to me.”

Johnson waivered.

Cory’s body tensed close to mine.

The sheriff tightened his grip on his gun, but then he loosened it. “OK. Look. I’m putting it down.”

“Get on your knees. Hands back.” Tad advanced on them.

Sheriff Petty shook his head. He narrowed his eyes on me like an evil cartoon character.

There was something I missed. I knew it at soon as I returned his death stare. As I gulped, my mind spun into overdrive.

Tad handcuffed Petty.

Petty’s face blotched with red, yet he didn’t resist. I bolstered myself. “Sheriff Petty, we believe you killed Trey Connell over his discovery of weapons like these.”

His laugh shook my knees. Talk about a diabolical sound. “You don’t know anything. I can’t believe this. Because of a few guns—that you think are stolen—you believe I’d kill someone?”

His associate squalled as the other officer handcuffed him.

Lights began to sway off the hills and the trees.

“Great. The cavalry’s on its way.” The sheriff mumbled under his breath as he sat back on his heels.

More officers poured down the hill.

Twenty minutes later, the officers carried Petty’s partner away in an ATV, and we all stood in awkward silence, eyes trained on him as we waited for another vehicle to come get him.

Petty looked over his shoulder, the strain in his voice evident. “Tad, you can uncuff me now.”

The officer hesitated. “Sir…”

“Look, I’ve been working undercover on a case, one that you aren’t privy to. And it has nothing to do with Trey’s murder.” His voice barreled down the hillsides. “You can call my liaison at the FBI. He’ll give you the OK to release me.”

Shauna began to protest.

Jillian remained hidden at the edge of the forest.

I pressed a hand to my mouth and held in a moan. What had I done? As if someone had punched me in the stomach, I bent forward and leaned on my knees. This wasn’t the scenario that had ever played out in my mind. It hadn’t even been on my radar to consider he was involved in a sting operation?

Shauna shouldered her way between Cory and me. “Come again?”

Petty dropped his outreached cuffed hands. “All you’ve managed to do is blow an operation I’ve been working on for over two years.” He was out of control, spit flying off his lips. “Once Trent starts talking, it’ll be out and Marty’ll never trust me again.” He stared me down. “And I’m not saying anything more to you.”

Tension shot through my arms and across my chest. “Umm.” Dumb thing to say right now. Pull out all the smart detective lingo. I glanced down. Nope, nothing came to me at the moment. “Trent? Who’s that?”

He rolled his eyes. “The guy you had arrested.”

“Oh.” I scratched my chin and shifted my gaze to Shauna then back to him. “So you didn’t kill Trey.” Well, that seemed pretty obvious. My stomach began to burn with acid. I clenched my arms around my midline. We were in a world of trouble.

Cory readjusted his hat. Even he couldn’t fix this blunder that I’d jumped into head first.

I squeezed my eyes closed. John Connell would never trust me again once he heard, and it was only a matter of minutes before that happened.

No more chances to solve Trey’s murder. No nice paycheck. The week was wasted. And check, I’d upset yet another police department. I was an official screw-up. Again.

I wasn’t safe yet either. The killer was close. I felt it in my bones.
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I jolted upright in the darkness of the Connell mansion porch. All I’d worked for—solving Trey’s death and that of Tommy Jenkins—had just fallen into a million pieces of nothingness. But what made my hands shake more than anything was the cold stare of Mrs. Connell from across the porch.

“You are fired.”

I held up my hand, but the woman stopped me. “You have shamed our sheriff. You have been insubordinate all the way around. How dare you? I want you to leave my grandson’s murder investigation to the professionals.”

The professionals? Validation I couldn’t do this job either. On the outside, I met her frigid glare with an unwavering, steady eye. On the inside, I crumbled into a hundred pieces. My dad was right all along.

John Connell moved between us and gaped at his mother. “I hired her. I don’t see how she stepped out of line. Anyone could’ve come to the same conclusion.”

Mrs. Connell’s bony hand landed on his shoulder and clutched him hard enough to make his shirt bunch. “I said she goes.”

She spun away from him and slammed the front door on all of us.

John blew out his cheeks. “If you go to your rooms. I’ll be over to see you later.”

I looked from him to Cory. Cory wasn’t going to be fired also because of me, was he? Mrs. Connell had made it very clear she didn’t like him from the first day I met her. If he was part of our operation gone amiss, chances didn’t look good for him. I shot a prayer to heaven. Lord protect him. This is my fault.

“We’ll be at the cottage, sir.” I dragged my feet on the way to the SUV. It took clenched fists and a strong will to keep the tears at bay.

As soon as we were out of earshot, Shauna growled. “How can she be so blind? We had strong evidence. We did some serious research.” She ticked the items off on her fingers. “And we put our lives in danger to help her family.”

In the SUV, Jillian shook her head then rested her forehead on the steering wheel. “This has to be the worst case we’ve ever worked.”

They weren’t helping at all. I turned to Cory. Was he thinking the same thing I was? He might be as mad as Mrs. Connell and ready to dump me for good.

But instead of the sad finish I’d created in my imagination, he reached for my hand, and I leaned against him until we reached the cottage. Inside, we all fell into one seat or the other. I landed on the bed and grabbed a throw pillow, hanging over it between my arms.

Shauna stood and went to the fridge. She pulled out a water bottle. “They’d better pay us for the hours we worked because we spent the entire time investigating. This is crazy, you know?”

Everyone nodded, but no one answered.

I sat back and propped my legs across Jillian who put in her opinion. “I say we leave tonight. Why stay? There’s a killer out there, and—”

Should we? Hands splayed on my thighs, I considered her proposal. “It has to be so hard on you, Cory…trying to keep us all safe. I think she might be right.”

A knock at the door made Cory slouch even more. He unlatched it and admitted John Connell. “Sir.”

John shuffled in and looked from one of us to the next. “I don’t know what to say right now.”

I dropped the pillow and stood. “Can you tell us what happened with Sheriff Petty?”

He stood a little straighter. “He’s madder than a stirred-up hornets’ nest. Seems they were working with someone in an operation with the FBI to stop a trafficking ring in the area.”

“How were we supposed to know? He refused to help us or give us any information,” I rushed on, “and he did everything he could to thwart our work.”

Was Marty the person to whom he referred? “We can’t apologize enough. Because of Sheriff Petty’s unprofessionalism, we couldn’t go to him to get answers. He was the best suspect we had in Trey’s murder. You see, he refused to tell us if he considered Tommy Jenkins’ death a possible murder. He even made it sound like he believed it to be an accidental death. He didn’t want us to be involved in the case, and he was seen hanging with Marty Lancer. It was brought to our attention that not only had he paid Marty for something, he was involved in some box drop-off believed to be illegal weapons. And it did turn out to be just that. We suspected Trey had seen him doing illegal activity and threatened to turn him in. That’s a lot of motive against the sheriff. I never would’ve taken such a chance if we didn’t feel we had ample evidence, I assure you.”

John’s brows knit together. “What do you mean Tommy was murdered?”

I licked my lips. He’d been misled about it too. “We suspect he was murdered as well. We found a blood trail at the top of the hill where his truck started to roll down to the lodge. There were inconsistencies with his wounds and the accident. It led us to believe—”

“I see. I’m sure the coroner will be the final say on that matter, but if his death’s linked to Trey’s,” he put his hand over his eyes, “then this situation is getting scary.” Grief and fear darkened his face, and his shoulders slumped a little more.

“Sorry that we couldn’t tell you sooner. It wasn’t common knowledge, and because we suspected the sheriff, we couldn’t take a chance of it getting back to him that we were investigating it further on our own.”

He waved his hand. “It’s done. But my son’s murder still has to be solved. I want you to keep working it at least until you’re due to go home on Monday.”

My mouth dropped open. “Are you sure?”

Now Shauna was standing. “Thank you for understanding, Mr. Connell.”

I pressed my palms to my side. “We’ll do everything we can. Thank you for another opportunity. We want to know what happened as much as you do. And we won’t waste any time. Even if we have to stay up all night for the next few days.”

He thanked us and left.

Shauna made a fist and shook it. “All right. Let’s do this.”

With a jump, I landed on the bed. “We have to start over—forget everything we built the case on and start over. Jillian, can you see the notes we made?”

Jillian took out her laptop and phone. “Yep.”

It was so comfortable here. Why not stay as long as possible? “Let’s do what we can from here.”

The start. The start of it all. Where was that? So much had happened. Too many connections and misguided thoughts had brought us to the brink of almost being expelled from the whole county. I grabbed the pillow again and rested my chin on it as I sat cross-legged on the end of the rumpled bed.

Cory leaned against the wall, hands in his pockets. His eyes drooped. He’d had the least sleep of all. Should I send him to rest in the hall? He might not go though.

He caught my gaze and one side of his mouth lifted in a grin.

My fingers itched to touch him. Good thing he was across the room. He moved an almost imperceptible inch closer to me as if he’d heard my thoughts.

I sucked in the lavender scent of some unseen air freshener that matched the décor of the little purple house.

“OK. First Cory found Trey in the outhouse.”

We spent four hours going back and forth on evidence. Cory was laid out on the floor, knees up, fast asleep by the time we stopped.

I rubbed my eyes. “I have to get some sleep. I can’t think anymore.” I shook my head. “All this work and we still have nothing—wait—we haven’t been out to the cabins for a second look. There could be something out there. Trey could’ve left something behind. It’s the only thing I can think of at this point.”

Shauna raised her hand. “But you said Tad told you the police didn’t find anything.”

“True. It could’ve gotten missed, though. It’s worth a shot.”

Her head falling back against the couch, Shauna stared up at the light. “Every other possible lead has been investigated.”

Jillian’s own head rested against the back of the couch. “But this place is crawling with tourists, so it’s going to be impossible to check them. Not the insides, at least.”

Why couldn’t it ever be easy? “We’ll start there tomorrow. For now, let’s get some sleep.”

Shauna got up and put her foot out to kick Cory, but I threw a pillow at her.

The pillow bounced off Shauna’s right shoulder and almost dropped onto Cory’s face. She yelped but caught it in time.

“Don’t. That’s not nice. Not after all he’s done for us.”

I scurried across the room, laughing. “Cory. It’s time to take my friends to their rooms.”

He blinked and put his arm over his face. “Can they stay here? Then we won’t have to get up and check on them in the middle of the night.”

Would Shauna give up the comfort of her bed? “Shauna, Jillian, what do you think? Sounds like a good idea.”

Shauna yawned. “I don’t know.”

Jillian spread out on the couch. “Get me a blanket, and I’ll sleep right here.”

What would it take to convince Shauna? “Please, Shauna. I’ll make it up to you if I have to.”

Cory sat up and rubbed his lower back.

When I looked at my friend again, Shauna leered at me but agreed. I sighed. She had a sick sense of humor I could only hope not to be on the wrong side of. “I really appreciate it.”

“You better be glad I have Sheila with me.”

“Sheila?”

“My gun. I can’t sleep without her under my pillow. Now, scoot over. I get the right side of the bed.”

With my hand over my mouth, I winced. “I don’t know if I can sleep with a gun so close. Not near my head.”

“Get over it, Buttercup.”

I eyed Shauna when she pulled the weapon out of a pocket.

Cory stood. He slurred in half-sleep mode. “Thanks for being so understanding, Shauna and Jillian.”

With an unbalanced step, he headed to the window. He looked around the house and out every vantage point before going to the hall. I hurried to the closet, grabbed the remaining two blankets, gave them both to Jillian, and turned off the main light. “What time do you want to get a start on the day, you all?”

Jillian chimed in. “How about six thirty?”

Cory called from his air mattress. “Sounds great.”

Shauna grunted.

Six thirty would be great if we managed to stay alive through the night.
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There’s nothing like the ringing of a telephone crawling into my dreams and then startling me awake in the middle of the night to put me in a bad mood. I fished around for the cottage phone on the nightstand. Who was calling at o’ dark thirty? My fingers embraced the receiver, and I opened one eye. Had something happened?

Jillian stirred on the couch, but Shauna continued her light snoring.

I hurried to the bathroom and clicked the door closed as silently as possible. Would they still be able to hear me through the walls? I whispered into the phone, “Hello?”

“It’s Dad.”

“Why are you calling this early?” The main desk must’ve transferred him over to my place.

“Hey, kiddo. It’s only five thirty, I know, but I wanted to get something straight.”

“I’ve had a long night. Can you call me later?” I sighed and tried to open both eyes, but my brain remained asleep.

“We didn’t get a chance to really talk last time. I…I hear you about the work thing.”

“You mean about trusting me?” How was he going to twist it this time?

He paused. “I guess.”

“Dad.” I brushed my tangled hair with my fingers and sat on the lidded toilet. Work thing? Why did it sound like he still couldn’t admit he was wrong? My chest swelled, and I balled a fist. The pressure in my chest made me want to explode. I clicked the end button before I said exactly what I thought about his non-apology, then muted the phone, resisting the urge to wake everybody up by smashing it against the side of the sink.

He was wrong, wasn’t he? I was capable of doing the work of the best repairmen, right? I rubbed my eyes again, this time wiping away some tears. I was back to square one. I drew up my knees. They were the same questions that circled yesterday.

What about all the compliments from homeowners? What about the recommendations my father’s company got for new work because of me? Wasn’t that enough to prove he was wrong? Was it? I hated the doubt that pulled at me. Maybe it wasn’t.

And here I was, in another male-dominated field. I covered my mouth. Failure knocked on my door here, too.

The wind gusted against the side of the house. I set the phone on the vanity and stood. It was the wind, right?

I wiped at a tear before it splashed onto my shirt. Paranoia 101…think every sound has to be a serial killer. I was about to go nuts. And sleep deprivation was playing on my worst fears.

Better check around to be sure, though.

At the front window, I pressed my face to the icy pane. Quiet. No movement in the few feet I could see into the black morning. I moved to the other windows and took a look. Who could relax when there was a killer close? Shadows shifted with the blowing branches of trees.

A slow car passed. I couldn’t see the driver or the make of the vehicle. Once it disappeared around the bend, I trained my concentration on the road for another minute. Everyone else seemed to get that it was still time to be sleeping.

Climbing back in bed, I pulled the blanket over my head. Instead of sleep, I deliberated on the creaking of the attic trusses and the smack of a branch against the side of the house.

Cory must be awake. The air mattress whistled as movement shifted it.

Should I check and see?

With measured movements, I swung my feet back over the side of the bed and stood with care. Shauna still slept.

I crept to the hall door and bent low, whispering, “Cory, are you awake?”

He yawned. “Yeah. What time is it?”

“Almost six. Wanna sit on the patio with me? I can’t go back to sleep.”

“Sure.” More whistling from the mattress. “Give me a minute.”

I rushed to brush my teeth. It wouldn’t be cool if he keeled over from my morning breath. Then who would rescue me when my snooping ways got me caught by a killer? Throwing on a sweater and coat, the excitement of being with Cory warmed me to the core.

Cory slipped into the bathroom and came out a couple minutes later. We shuffled around his bed and out the back door. It took a minute for him to check around and OK our safety.

The cold air bit at my lungs as I pulled in a breath. It had to be in the forties. I pulled my chair closer to his and sat.

He rubbed his arms. “Was that you talking on the phone a while ago?”

“Dad.” Need I say more?

“He apologize this time?”

“Not really.” I fought the burning in my eyes, the pent-up pressure in my chest again. I took a deep breath. I needed to stop being so angry.

He reached for my hand. “Anything I can do to help?”

“Nope.” The warmth of his fingers helped me to focus on him and not the impossible situation with Dad. But should we even be holding hands? I still hadn’t agreed to date him. It didn’t seem fair to lead him on. But our interlocked fingers…it seemed so right to be there with him like this.

Frost painted the ground a silvery white almost invisible in the sleeping morning except for the patch of flowers close to me. To reach down and touch its beauty would only reward me with freezing fingers, but it was tempting.

What I really wanted was to relax, to also forget the crime for one minute. “We have to go to the cabins as soon as we can.”

“The guests renting them may stay in all morning. How do you propose we check them?”

I rubbed my upper arms. “I haven’t figured that out yet.”

Cory eyed me before getting up to return to the cottage. He kept one leg out, holding the door open, as he pulled something from his mattress. Then he returned with two blankets. His gentle hands wrapped one around me, and I relished his touch. “Thanks. That was sweet.” As he innately tended to be. “You get enough sleep?”

“Yep.”

In his own seat, he pulled the other one tight around his upper body. “It’s colder than I thought it would be.”

I agreed. Something swished the leaves of a tree in the woods. I strained to see with no luck. “Did you hear that sound?”

He got up and moved to the edge of the woods. When he returned, Cory sat and put his arm around me, his blanket over his shoulders and now mine. “It was a deer, I think.”

“Want to go back in?” Between the cold and the potential for us to be an easy target, I didn’t want to sit outside any longer.

But Cory made me wish to stay.

“Give it a few more minutes. I checked the area.” He lowered his head against mine. “I want to know about the phone call. Will you tell me?”

My chest buzzed, quick heartbeats replacing the euphoric state of a moment ago. Should I? And risk losing him so soon because I burdened him with too many of my problems? I turned away. Not a good idea. Not yet.

“Please.”

I breathed in his woodsy scent. He didn’t really want to know. What man did? But the draw of his body, the earnest expression of his upturned lips said otherwise. I faltered. “If you’re sure.”

He nodded.

I shivered despite his warmth and the blanket. How to say the least without raising suspicion? “I wonder if my dad’s right, you know.” I paused. “Maybe I have too much to learn. Isn’t this case proof?”

He readjusted the blanket. “Now stop right there. I’ve seen you in action. You work with everything you’ve got. I won’t believe you didn’t do the same when you worked for him.”

“But—”

He cut me off. “Your friends would agree with me.”

“That’s because they’re friends.” I dared to look into his eyes.

“They seem pretty straight forward. I think that’s because it’s the truth.”

I nestled against him and sighed. Please let him be right. Where had the doubt come from? When had it started? Too long ago to remember.

“Think about it.” Cory pulled the blanket more, closing the front of it around him.

“Hmm.”

The creak of the back door shot me out of the seat. Shauna appeared, gun in her right hand. “You OK out here?”

Cory reached for the blanket I’d dropped. “We’re fine.”

Lowering the weapon, Shauna yawned. “We’d better get back to the lodge.”

I didn’t take my eyes off her as she left. Was he right? Could I trust my own judgment?
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Dead leaves blew against the cabins and collected over the mums in the flower beds, sticking between their leaves like bugs caught in a spider’s web. The cabins were going to be a dead end, but I did not want to deflate Ava’s last hope. I scanned the hills. The cabins, which were linked together by firewalls and small, screened-in porches, sat below on the gentle incline. All the guests of the second and third one had left, but the first one remained occupied. “Come on guys, leave.”

Ava walked away from me while talking to Shauna. To anyone else, they looked like tourists out for a walk, but their real goal was going to be hard to accomplish. Getting under the cabins without notice would be the real trick. The guests might need a gas leak to get them to leave, but I didn’t need any more bad reports against the farm. Ava better not rush to the cabin and start her search without my signal.

Could I draw the cabin guests out with some incentive? What if I offered them a complimentary breakfast? Good idea. But did I have enough extra cash of my own to do it? Mr. Connell might reimburse me since it was part of the investigation.

Following the path to the first cabin, I knocked on the door. No one answered. Knocking again, I called out, “Stone Ridge Housekeeping.”

At the third rap on the door, a disheveled twenty-something man opened the door and blinked against the sunlight. “Hello, sir. We’re offering a free breakfast for two this morning as a complimentary service since you’re staying in the newest cabins at Stone Ridge. It is a limited time offer, starting now. The offer ends in the next half hour.”

The guest rubbed his hair, making it stand up even more. “That doesn’t give us much time to get there and eat.”

“Oh, as long as you’re there within a half hour, the offer is still good. You can take your time eating. Just stop at the front desk for your vouchers.” A trickle of sweat beaded my forehead.

“Sure. Thanks.” The door closed.

I took a deep breath and pulled out my radio and called the lobby to ask them to provide a meal ticket for the couple in cabin one. “I’ll get the OK from Mr. Connell.”

Now to wait. I shot down the path to Ava and Shauna and told them what I’d come up with. “I’ll let you know when he leaves.”

They continued down the rutted trail toward the trees as I headed back up the hill. Pacing back and forth, I watched the cabin.

Five minutes. I checked my watch.

Fifteen minutes. Still within the allotted time, but if only they’d hurry up. I turned around and headed down the path. A family that had been sitting at a picnic table eyed me for the third time. Better walk away.

I took out my radio and pretended to talk to another worker about a bent trashcan. When I looked back at them, they’d left. Good.

I set the radio into its holster and strode back to the cabins. The light blue of a Hawaiian shirt came into view down the trail. Was that the guest I’d talked to? Not sure.

Man. Why’d I get so distracted? Now I had no choice but to follow the man within the confines of the trees. The same guy with medium-colored hair strolled into the open once again—but he was alone. Weren’t two guests registered there?

I looked up at the heavens. One guest still in the cabin. Great. “God, I need Your help here.”

I should try the “housekeeping” card again. No, it would be too suspicious. What next? Ava could pretend to be supplying fresh towels. Yes, that would work.

I signaled to the investigators to meet me in the stand of trees. As they reached me, I motioned Ava out of view of the cabins. “Neither of the guests in cabin one left. It’s possible the second left earlier, but I don’t know. Can you go down to ask if they need fresh towels? It’s the best way to see if they’re still in there.”

Shauna rested against a maple tree. “What if they are? What’s the plan?”

“I don’t know. We wait, I guess. I’m trying to keep the general public from knowing what we’re doing.”

Ava hurried to the door. I watched from my location. Shauna tried to look too. “Don’t. They might see you.”

She stepped back. “Fine.”

Ava knocked. No one came to the door. She waited and knocked two more times before waving to us.

With my master key, I unlocked the door. “Wait here. I’ll be right back.” To any unseen guest I called, “Housekeeping. Hello?”

No answer.

Ava stopped the door from closing. “What do you want us to do if they show up?”

I breathed deep. “Tap on the door four times. I’ll leave.”

I closed the door and took in the mess. Clothes everywhere. It was going to be hard to search anything without disturbing their personal items. I studied the living room. Where would Trey hide something? Not likely in the cabin itself. It’d been cleaned a dozen times since his murder. What about the attic? I exited the vaulted living-room-kitchen combo and went to the rear bedroom. A small hatch door near the center of the room accessed the attic space. I pulled down the ladder and climbed as fast as I dared.

Pulling out my flashlight when I reached the top of the ladder, I scanned the space. Nothing stood out. I clambered through the opening and steadied my feet on a beam. With careful steps, I moved the length of the attic, shining the flashlight along each beam and joist. Still nothing.

A quick tap, tap, tap sounded through the attic opening. I grabbed my chest and almost dropped the flashlight. Someone was coming.

I almost slid down the ladder like a fireman’s pole.

A door creaked open.

No time to exit out the front.

I ran to the nearest window and unlocked the latch. With a cursory look down the hill, I threw it open and jumped down to the flower bed. A feminine voice reached me as I slid the window closed and stepped to the side of the cabin, out of view.

Ava and Shauna walked down the same path they’d been on earlier. I waved to them before bending over to catch my breath. Better get away from the building. “Wow. You could’ve warned me sooner.”

Shauna smacked my arm. “That woman came out of nowhere. We warned you as fast as we could without her seeing us at the door.”

Ava fanned herself. “You’ve no idea. That was close.”

I walked backward a few paces, rubbing my arm. The woman had a good swing. “I didn’t see anything up there. We need to get under the house in the crawl space. It’s the most likely place we’ll find anything. And there’s an access door on the other end of the cabins.”

I stopped. “I need to check something. Let me see how easy it’ll be to access it.”

At the south side of the buildings, I halted and stared at a lock on the little door. “No.”

Now what? We’d have to go back to the barn to get the keys out of the supply room.

I ran through the trees a minute later and returned to Ava and Shauna. “I forgot they put locks on all the doors to the spaces. We need to get the keys from the barn.”

“Oh?” Ava tried to see past me to the cabins. She clenched her jaw. “We’re losing precious time. Those guests could come back before we return.”

“I’m sorry. I should’ve thought of it sooner.” I wanted to pound my fist into something. Here I was wasting time, and I just paid for a whole family’s free meal for nothing.

A group of hikers appeared through the trees further up the mountain. I gestured for the women to sit at the once-occupied picnic tables. The hikers waved and moved on.

Looking over her shoulder, Ava stopped. “I don’t know how we’ll get in there with all these people milling around.”

I stopped. “I’ll have to disguise you. It’ll be easy once we get the keys. Then you’ll be another worker invisible to the world of vacationers.”

Like I had been for so long since I’d arrived at the farm.
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Disguise me? What did Cory mean? I looked from him to the glowering skies of the morning. “Come again?”

“You know, make you look like a handyman from the farm. No one’ll question you if you’re wearing a tool belt and cowboy hat to match mine.”

“Under any other circumstances that would be funny, but… What if another worker sees me? There’ll be too many questions.”

“No, there won’t. Most of the employees know you’re working for Mr. Connell now.”

We better get moving. “No time to waste. Come on, you two.”

He pulled out his keys. “Everything we need is at the barn.”

Shauna stopped me. “I have some gear in my room that we should take. Let me get it packed, and we’ll meet in the hall, OK?”

Cory followed Shauna into the foyer of the lodge and then returned to me. The sky forgot the weatherman’s report of sunshine and happiness. “We have to get under there before the rain comes.”

“More rain? I can’t believe it.” I put my hands to my temples.

We drove to the barn and hastened into its interior. It took a minute for my eyes to adjust to the semi-darkness created by the low clouds. I inhaled the dank straw and manure scent that seemed stronger than the last time we were there. Please tell me there weren’t any wandering snakes.

Cory put a hand on the curve of my back. “You’re safe. I haven’t seen a snake in here since the other day. Man, when you’re faced with murder, you’re gung ho. But a snake? I think you’d rather face off with a serial killer and no weapon.”

Not encouraging. “I should stay in the truck.”

He held me fast before I scurried out into the open. “I’ll protect you. It’s not like they come in here all the time.”

Heat rose through my core and my sides tingled at his touch. I cleared my throat.

He blinked and made as if to step back. In one smooth motion, he pulled me a couple inches closer and whispered my name.

I fought the urge to wrap my arms around his neck. “Yes?”

“This could get dangerous.”

People shouting at me, slamming doors in my face, even the brandishing of a knife had all been a part of my job the last year or so, not to mention the knife cut on my neck that still stung. “I’ve been in threatening situations before. I’ll be fine.”

His breath came out husky, but he let me go. “I haven’t worried so much about another human being in my life. I don’t know how much of this I can take.”

I lowered my hands. “It’s my job. This is the way it’s going to be.” Was he saying he didn’t want me? He couldn’t handle it and wanted to break off any chance of a future together before I even said yes? I bit my lip and crossed my arms. “What are you saying?”

Cory pulled his hat off and took a step even closer, his hands going around my waist. “No, no. That’s not it at all.”

I breathed in his essence and sighed. “Good, because—”

He stopped me with his lips, pressing them against mine. I wrapped my arms around his neck and did my best not to press too close. When we broke away, I was glad his arms remained around my waist to steady me. “I’m not ready for this…but…you’re right. I want this relationship. Yes, I’ll date you.”

He remained as breathless as I was. “This is so…I don’t know, different for me. I tried to explain it to you before, but you have to understand, things are harder for me. I’m still learning to save things—if you know what I mean. To not get so close before marriage.”

I let him have some distance. Marriage? We weren’t even dating yet. “What are you trying to say?”

He rubbed the back of his neck. Conflicting emotions crossed his face before he forced himself to take another step back and lean against a supporting post. “What I mean is we have to take this relationship slow. I’m going to need your help keeping things proper between us.”

I blew out my cheeks and then winced. It was going to be hard, but he was right.

He moved away from the post. “We shouldn’t be alone. Not where things could happen, OK?”

“I totally agree. I want to do things God’s way too.” But boy, was it going to be hard. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to—tempt you.”

He laughed. “I kissed you. It’s my fault.” Hooking his thumb in his belt loop, Cory ushered me to the tack room. “Shauna’s waiting for us.”

Things were happening fast. Too fast. I shook off the thought. There was more than enough time to deal with it. We were talking about dating, that was all. Nothing more.

In the small room of rough-hewn slatted boards, Cory grasped his other cowboy hat and plunked it on my head. “Here. And there’re the tools.”

I let him buckle it around my waist, holding still as possible. Don’t breathe. Don’t reach for him.

He looked into my eyes and paused, fire showing within his own, and then moved away.

The case. Think about it, not him right now. “We better get to the cabins.”

He kissed the top of my hand before rounding the side of the truck. I was never washing it again. I studied his solid muscular physique and strong jawline. I’d take on his movie-star aura any day.

We parked and retrieved Shauna, who was decked out in black with a utility belt full of gadgets, two flashlights, and sundry other equipment. “I’m ready. Jillian’s not feeling well. She thinks she ate something bad.” She glanced at Cory. “Well, I’m sure it wasn’t the food here.”

He waved off the comment. “No offense taken.”

“Should I check her before we leave?” I moved to the door that separated Jillian’s and Shauna’s rooms and peered at the sleeping form on the bed. My friend’s room phone rang.

I hit the talk button. Please don’t let it be Dad again. I didn’t have time for this. “Why are you calling Jillian’s phone?”

“I tried your rental and then Shauna’s room. I can’t reach you any other way.”

“I have to go.” I started to pull the phone away from my ear.

“I was wrong, OK? I know it now. You’re right. I should’ve trusted you, and I didn’t.”

The phone almost fell out of my hands. “Really?” Could I believe him? Did I truly deserve his apology? I had left him with an unfinished job and no one to do it. I slid onto the end of the bed. In quiet tones, I spoke into the phone, “I don’t know what to say.”

“Tell me you’ll come back to work. I promise I won’t check behind you ever again. Your craftsmanship is commendable.” He paused. “It took the guys taking your side on this to see it—and your mother telling me.”

It was a lot for him to admit such a thing. I pressed my hand to my cheek. “Thanks, Dad. I have to think about all this though.” I stood. “I have to go. Talk to you soon.”

I should be ecstatic. But I wasn’t. Maybe he wasn’t truly sorry. If I went back to work for him, he might be good for a while and then return to his critical ways. Was I being fair to not give him a chance?

“God, show me what the truth is,” I prayed.

I’d think about it later. Now, we needed to get to the cabins.

We left the lodge and climbed the hill that separated the cabins from the lodge. From the corner, it was hard to see the side of the lodge. I hesitated when someone glanced up at us. They were too far away to make out who watched us. I stepped out of view. “Hey, do you see that person on the north side of the lodge? It looks like they’re watching us.”

Cory moved to see. “I think it’s Shravner. Don’t worry. He’s gone.”

Wringing my hands together, I shuffled back and forth. “Let’s get into the crawl space. I don’t like being out in the open.”

Cory unlocked the panel and pulled it open. He put the lock in his pocket. “Shauna, you go first.”

She got on her knees and crawled in.

I gulped and pushed away visions of snakes and followed her into the dark depths under the cabins that became illuminated by one of Shauna’s flashlights. Setting the cowboy hat I wore on the ground, I scooted in for Cory to fit through the opening.

Shuffling feet overhead stopped us all. Cory pulled the door closed then held still.

The people in cabin three were home now? I shook my head.

Cory motioned for us to start looking around the loose soil first. He set his hat on top of mine.

Shauna handed me a flashlight.

We moved at a slow pace through one area and then went through a four-foot opening to the next cabin crawl space. Clean ground, plumbing pipes and HVAC ducts. I swept the area with the light, avoiding the air vent holes on the outer foundation walls. The fine work in the crawl space reminded me of my own work. I would’ve paid the same kind of care and attention.

I paused and took a deep breath. Who was I kidding? Hadn’t my pastor preached not too long ago about how worth had to be found in Christ and not in a person’s own works? My focus had been in the wrong place all along. Lord, forgive me for not putting my trust in You about the whole issue with my dad. I thought I was doing that, but now I know I didn’t give it fully to You. Help me to continue to figure out these things.

I returned to studying the ground.

Under the furthest cabin, we had more ceiling room to sit up because of the downward slope of the mountain. We all held still and listened for voices or footfalls. None.

I breathed in the earthy blend of dirt and new construction and savored it. Could we whisper or would people in the other cabins hear us?

Cory moved to my side and drew close to my ear. “I didn’t see anything out of place, did you?”

I shook my head. “Do you think we need to dig some?”

Shauna flashed her light on us and motioned toward the corner.

We scurried to her. She pointed the beam of light on something. “See?”

I got closer, the thumping of my heart racing into overdrive. “Is that plastic?”

Shauna nodded then pulled a pocketknife from her belt. She picked at the tiny shred of plastic until more of it showed.

Cory reached into my tool belt and pulled a small spade from a deep pocket. I tried not to react to his touch. He handed it to me.

From his own, he took out a screwdriver.

My hand shook as I dug around it. The plastic was only a couple inches below the dirt. In as quiet a voice as I could muster, I whispered, “It’s not in very deep. If we dust it off, we can pull it away from whatever it’s covering.”

What was below? I curbed my thoughts. It was better to not go too far with crazy notions. Not yet. It could be a simple piece of trash left from the work site.

We cleared the dirt away a little at a time. It was buried deeper and deeper as we moved across the ground and dug to peel back the plastic. My jaw dropped at the sheer size of the plastic tarp as we rolled it away. A faint dank odor began to drift up to us.

“What did Trey cover up here? Do you smell that?”

They both nodded.

Cory waved his hand in front of his face. “That’s a very musty odor.”

Again, I focused on the work and not the possibilities. “Could be construction trash.”

Shauna sat a little straighter. “Yeah. Or—”

I stopped her. “Keep working.”
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The darkness of the crawl space poured over me like the heaviness of too many piled blankets on a cold winter night. Even three flashlights combined couldn’t shake it off. I leaned down and examined the hole we’d opened in the ground. The dirt was soft. Too soft. Someone else had been where we were and had pulled the ground away from its resting place. And it went deeper than the foundation footers. This wasn’t construction work digging.

Water pelting the sides of the foundation wall stopped me. Rain. I held still a moment.

The drop of a heavy foot overhead made me and Shauna freeze.

Voices vibrated through the floorboards.

The guests were home.

I stared into the hole. This could be the reason Trey died. I laid my hand on the ground in supplication for guidance. What secrets did it hold? Should we keep digging? Or stop and call the sheriff who hated us? The smell might grow stronger in the meantime.

Cory put his hand on top of mine and caught my gaze. We waited. If only I could cuddle up to him now. If only we were sitting in front of a fireplace, warm and cozy, and not waiting beside something with the faint smell of death.

When the people didn’t leave, we picked up our tools and started digging again. The malleable dirt made it possible to heave out clumps of earth in quiet whispers.

More than once, Cory reassured me with his eyes.

The pounding of rain subsided and died. Within minutes the couple left, slamming the front door.

I put my hand to my forehead. “It’s about time.” Pointing to the ground, I whispered, “We better put on gloves.”

The pile behind us grew along with the mustiness of the thick, wet air.

Shauna shook her head. “I don’t like that smell one bit. It’s awful.”

Awful like an odor from a dead deer on the side of the road. My spade clinked into something solid. I recoiled. “Did you hear that?”

Cory pressed against my side and looked in, using his own tool to pull away the dirt. “Sounded like plastic.”

We all leaned in and worked the item free. I pulled the small, black box out. “Is…that a Walkman cassette player? I haven’t seen one of those in years. My mom had one.”

Shauna grabbed it from me. “I think that’s what it is.”

What an odd thing to find buried so deep. “Could still be construction trash.”

With fervor, we worked the area around the location of the Walkman. Only dirt filled the space around it.

Cory moved a foot further out and dug. At less than twelve inches he stopped. “I think there’s something here too.” He scooped the dirt away from something.

I crawled closer and watched the heel of a boot appear. “Is that a go-go boot? Don’t touch it. It could be evidence.”

He continued to move the dirt away until some tattered black material appeared beside the boot. He brushed the dirt with light gloved fingers. “Um, I think it’s a kippah.”

Getting on my belly, I watched him brush the dust off it. “A Jewish hat thing? Not good. Remember the anti-Semitic ideas the family was accused of?”

He left it in the hole, even though it was uncovered. “Yes.”

Shauna yelped.

I startled. “Shh. What?”

She tried to put her professional face back on, but I saw the alarm in her wide eyes. “Look.”

My partner’s shaky voice sent me scurrying to the hole where Shauna worked.

I squinted into it. “I don’t see anything.”

Shauna pointed. “There.”

With my flashlight, I ran the beam along the hole then threw the flashlight aside. Oh, no. “Are those fingers?”

“I think so.”

Cory pushed between us, picked up my flashlight and studied the encrusted phalanges. “That’s a hand.”

This was bad. But none of it fit together. “What do all those items have to do with each other?”

Shauna began to expose a long bone. “I can’t believe this. That’s a femur, right?”

“So close to the hand? Hmm.”

Within minutes, disintegrating jean material melded with some type of long black material like a robe.

I pushed away and sat on my haunches. We were disturbing a dump site. “There’s more than one person in here. We need to stop digging and get the authorities involved. Trey must have discovered this while he was working. This has to be the answer to motive.”

Shauna thrust her pocketknife into the ground beside her. “We’ve never considered John Connell in the whole scheme of perpetrators. Maybe we were wrong the whole time. It would explain how everyone else alibied out.”

Not possible. “It couldn’t be. He employed us even after his mother fired us.”

As Cory shook his head, he steadied himself on his knees. “Yeah, but these items do suggest different decades. This could be a serial killer’s work. And the killer would be older by now.”

With all my might, I pushed away from the site and backed to the foundation wall. Trey trusted whoever called him to the outhouse. But who would that be?

“There are multiple bodies in there. Have you heard of any missing persons or unsolved cases in the area?”

He shrugged. “No.”

“So these—deceased victims could be from anywhere in the U.S.”

Shauna agreed.

He moved again. “Could be. Let’s get out of here and call Petty.”

Shauna crawled to the doorway. “We should’ve stopped digging at the hand. I hope we didn’t disturb too much evidence.”

True.

We went to the small panel door and waited for Cory to give the OK to leave.

Now was not the time to get sick to my stomach from the smell in the shallow space. I held still for a moment and prayed for the nausea to pass. We’d have to talk to John Connell and Mrs. Connell again to see if they might give us any insight into every single worker and volunteer at the farm we hadn’t gotten before. There had to be something not said that was the key to the killer.

We darted to the tree line and around to the path until we reached Cory’s truck.

At the lodge, we rushed into Shauna’s room, and Cory seized the phone.

Shauna and I waited at his side, almost too close, as he dialed Sheriff Petty’s number. We backed off when he swung around and spoke into the receiver. “Sheriff, this is Cory Mortel. We found something under cabin one.”

He began to pace. What was the sheriff saying?

I tried to hear through the other side of the phone, but only the intonation of words came through to me.

Cory leaned closer, but it didn’t help. “Yes, sir. We’ll leave the site alone.” Pause. “We’ll be waiting for you.”

He hit end call and set the phone on the cradle. “He doesn’t want us to go back up there. He’s sending out a patrol to meet us.”

I wanted to get to the mansion now. “Good. Great. But I have some questions for Mrs. Connell. If she’ll talk to us, we might be able to ask her and her son better questions now that we found those bodies.”

Cory’s mouth turned down at the corners. “I don’t think she’ll talk to any of us. Let’s wait for the sheriff.”

I touched his bicep. “We have to. This is our case, and I have to see it to the end.”

Before I said anything else, Shauna bolted to the adjoining door. “We have to tell Jillian what’s happened.”

Cory’s fidgeting stopped me midstride. “I’ll stay here. I don’t know if she’s decent.”

“Good idea.” I continued into the other room.

Jillian sat up and scooted to the edge of the bed. “What’s going on?”

Shauna filled her in. “You wouldn’t believe it, Jillian. Oh, are you any better?”

“I think so. My stomach settled a little while ago.” She stood. “I’m going with you.”

Her cheeks were pink. I put a hand to her forehead. “Are you sure?”

“Yes.” She gathered her phone and jacket and walked to Shauna’s room.

We needed to search missing persons reports. “Can you do a missing person’s search in the area with the keywords go-go boots, black robes, and Jewish descent?”

Jillian halted. “The items you found in the dig site?”

“Yep.”

“Sure. It’ll take a little time.”

“Let’s talk to Mrs. Connell first. We can do research tonight. Besides, now that we have solid evidence, the answers the Connells give us will affect your search.”

On our way to the mansion, I tried to shake away the image of the skeleton fingers. They’d curled as if calling us closer…begging us to listen to their whispers of desperation.

I’ll find your killer.
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Why didn’t I feel better now that we had solid evidence to explain why Trey had been killed? For sure, the discovery of the bodies would blow the case wide open. The dinging of the mansion doorbell resonated beyond the house to the dark mountains, sending black birds out of the trees and into a disorganized flight.

Cory’s arm went around my shoulders, but he released me before anyone noticed. I held my hands together in a knot to keep them from shaking. Even Shauna held her tight military form the way she did when she was bolstering herself. Jillian stood on the other side of Shauna instead of remaining in the SUV. Safety in numbers.

The door opened. Mrs. Connell stared down at me. I wavered. The woman’s eyes shone like shiny coal.

I sent a quick prayer heavenward before addressing her. “Ma’am, we had some last-minute questions. Do you have a moment to talk?”

Mrs. Connell raised one side of her mouth in a half-smile. “Why not? Come in.”

Huh, that was a surprise. What about the fact that John Connell had gone against her when she’d fired us the night before? Was she truly OK with us still working the case? Everyone shared the same confused look as I had on my face. “Thank you. Cory needs to be a part of this conversation.”

The woman’s mouth tightened, but she ushered all of us inside.

We moved as one to the living room.

How was I going to phrase the questions to get answers that would help us? “We’re trying to consider possibilities of other suspects in Trey’s murder.” I paused and caught Cory’s eye. “Did your family ever travel together across the country? Like on vacations?”

The half-smile appeared again. “Just come out and say it.”

I bit my lip and shifted my gaze to Shauna and Jillian. “Excuse me?”

“I know where you’ve been.” The woman moved to the case of memorabilia and slid the glass door open. Where was her hoard of dogs? I didn’t even hear one bark. “Ross told me.”

So, he had been watching when we returned to the cabins. I sat forward and forced down my tight shoulders. “I don’t get your meaning.”

With a slight turn, Mrs. Connell looked at me. “I had hope for you, Ms. Worthington. You messed up, and I thought you’d never see the truth. You’d leave.” She turned back to the case. “But even after I had Ross fix the mess Trey created, you wouldn’t go home.”

“Shravner?”

“He’s not important right now.” Mrs. Connell smoothed her bob cut and then reached into the shelf. “It’s been a long time, but I think I remember how to use this thing.” She pulled out the old rifle. “I even loaded it in case…” She stopped and called into the other room. “Ross come here.”

Shauna shot off the couch. “Ma’am. What’s going on?”

Jillian gripped the arm of the sofa with white knuckles.

Mrs. Connell leveled the gun at Jillian’s chest.

In one swift movement, Shauna reached under her shirt and pulled out her own weapon. “Please put that down.”

Ross strode into the room, a handgun of his own clenched in his fist.

Two weapons pointed at us. Shauna wavered.

Cory slid off the couch and put his hands in the air. His tight breaths spoke volumes. “Wait—”

What could I do? Think. But the brain has a way of going into hibernation when one is under extreme duress.

The harsh voice of Mrs. Connell echoed through the room. “Sit down, Mortel.”

He did as she bade. His hand slid against his thigh then stopped. Was he reaching for a weapon? Surely not a gun. I’d never seen him with one.

Mrs. Connell moved forward with the movement of a younger woman. “I keep thinking if Trey had stayed away, if he’d left the past in the ground, we’d all be fine. He’d be alive. I wouldn’t have to take a chance of getting caught by you.”

Ross Shravner held his gun steady, arm tight in readiness.

I stared at him. His long shirt covered any possible wounds Shauna had given him, and I’d only grazed his head. Hair would cover that bruise. My hand went to my neck. “It was you in the woods.”

He chuckled. “I almost had you then. And I would’ve gotten you later that night if it wasn’t for your watchdog, Cory. You know—the other night when he was sleeping in his truck?”

Cringing on the inside, I forced my body to stay still. I turned to Mrs. Connell. “And Tommy Jenkins? What did he do to you?”

“He decided it was a good idea to clean the attic at the factory after I told him not to. And he found my trinkets and pictures.”

Souvenirs of her killings.

I pulled the memory of the old paraphernalia in the glass case forward in my mind. The one thing I couldn’t figure out about the picture of the soldier was his uniform. Until now. “Your father, I’ve seen a photo of him somewhere. He was a German soldier, wasn’t he?”

“Oh, he was. One of Hitler’s inner circle.”

The pieces began to fit as a well-jointed puzzle. The kippah. The black robes. “You lived near one of the concentration camps as a child, didn’t you?”

“Ah, you do get it.”

“There was a documentary on television…” I trailed off.

Two steps closer, the old woman glared with an almost inhuman twinkle. “Yes. He taught me the ways. It had to be done, you know? I couldn’t let those pigs live after what they did to my father.”

My jaw dropped. “But they didn’t do anything to him. He was responsible for their deaths.”

“It was the Jews’ fault he was killed.” Her voice broke into a sob. “Then my mother managed to get us on a voyage to America. I thought it was the last time I’d have to see their kind.” She gave a maniacal laugh. “But they were here too. It was my responsibility to destroy them—even if it was one by one. I wasn’t stupid like some. I made sure I took out the ones I found on my travels.” She waved the gun a little as she spoke. “Brought them home where they’d never be found.”

Her head sagged. “But there are too many in this country. I couldn’t do the world nearly enough justice.”

My stomach clenched, bile rising to my throat. Evil. Pure evil. And against God’s chosen people.

Mrs. Connell trained the gun back on me. “And that one deputy doesn’t know how lucky he is that I’m too old to deal with him. What a disgrace to have him working my grandson’s case.”

Deputy Johnson? And to think, John Connell must’ve shared at least some of the same ideas about the Jewish race. He had indeed been very cold to Johnson the one time we’d run into the officer. Why hadn’t I realized how serious the discrimination was? How could any human hate another so totally?

“Come here, Ms. Worthington.” Mrs. Connell ground her teeth together when I didn’t move. “Now.”

The words resonated into my core.

With each slow step, I saw deeper into the black eyes. Something ruthless and brutal stared at me—not human. I fought the trembling of my body, tears on the verge of escaping. “Trey found the bodies you buried.” I quivered. “How could you kill your own grandson?”

“He came and told me he figured things out before he’d returned home. Couldn’t let his family continue to hate those people. Acted as if I needed to be educated about their true ‘worth.’” She made air quotes with one hand, the front of the gun dropping. With a mocking tone, she continued, “He had to get definitive proof. Couldn’t let his dear grandma die in peace all these years later.”

As if she deserved any kind of peace. I wanted to vomit at the awful things I’d just heard. It took all of my might to hold my ground. I turned to Ross Shravner. “How did you get involved?”

“I don’t have to tell you anything. Now, I want all of you to move it. This way.”

I wanted to scream.

Jillian’s hand went to her mouth, and she heaved.

No, no, no.

The old gun swiveled toward my sick friend.

A shot went off.

I jolted forward, but Cory leaped in front of me and covered my body with his.

Jillian crumbled to the floor.

More shots echoed through the house.

Shauna dropped to one knee and grabbed something out of Jillian’s pocket. Jillian’s cell phone flew out of Shauna’s hand toward me.

I caught it in midair as Ross fell to the ground.

“Drop your gun, or I will shoot you, old lady,” Shauna yelled.

The woman squinted, her gun raising.

Another shot split the air.

Mrs. Connell leaned forward and dropped to her knees. Her head smashed against the floor with a resounding thump.

Cory’s hands were around me. I cried out and lurched toward my friend on the floor. “Jillian.”

“My leg.” Jillian writhed on the ground. She squeezed her eyes closed and cried.

I checked the wound, making sure I could see Ross on the ground beside Mrs. Connell.

Shauna kicked his gun and the rifle behind her. “Sir, I will shoot you again if you dare even breathe wrong.”

He held his arm and stared at her before focusing on the wood planks of the floor.

For once, I was glad Shauna was such a bad shot. I stared at the phone in my hand. What was I doing with it?

Cory checked me over then took it out of my hand. He dialed a number and held it to his ear. “Sheriff Petty, we need you at the manor. Three people are shot. And we need an ambulance. Now.”

He hung up and kicked the guns even further away from Ross.

What seemed like hours later, sirens punctuated the dead silence of the room.

Cory ran to the door and threw it open.

Three officers, guns drawn, entered the living room and started yelling, “Ma’am, put down the gun.”

Shauna dropped to one knee and set her weapon on the floor then slowly raised her hands.

Cory pointed at Ross. “It’s him. He tried to shoot us.”

The guns leveled on Ross. Ross’s eyes swelled until I saw the whites around them.

Sheriff Petty marched in and ran to Mrs. Connell to try and find a pulse in her neck. “Tad, where’s the EMS crew?” He shook his head, looking from her to the young officer. Then he went to Jillian’s side. “Son, check out the window. Are they here yet?”

Tad pulled back a lacy curtain. “They’re coming up the drive right now.”

Minutes later, Petty asked Shauna, Cory, and me to step out of the house as the EMS workers began to load Jillian and Ross into ambulances.

Jillian’s pale face blended in with the white sheets on the stretcher. It was bad. Of all the people to be shot, why Jillian? This was going to throw her back into agoraphobic attacks for sure.

Cory drew me into a tight hug, and I pressed against him, not taking my eyes off Jillian.

The sheriff bounded out of the house. “Can I have a word with you, Ms. Worthington?”

I did not want to talk to him right now. “I need to go to the hospital with Jillian.”

Shauna rushed to the ambulance. “I’ll go with her. You stay here and close this case.”

Cory released me as I moved out of his grasp and toward the square emergency vehicle. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

Shauna nodded and disappeared behind the closing door.

Sheriff Petty stared me down, but it wasn’t as daunting as the first time he’d nailed me with his stormy eyes. “So many things are coming together. Now I get why they didn’t want a particular deputy to help on the case.”

“Johnson?”

“Yes.” He stepped back and looked around. “I don’t even want to know how you figured that out before I did.”

“Mrs. Connell admitted to that one before all the shooting started.”

“Oh.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I think this is only the beginning of the search. One of my deputies at the station keyed the Jewish factor into the national database for missing persons and came up with hundreds of hits on the eastern coast over the past forty years. Looks like this is a serial killing, but we need to talk to John Connell to tie his mother’s trips to them. We didn’t see the tie-in in this area because there were only two missing persons who had Jewish ties, and their deaths occurred years apart.”

I crossed my arms. “I bet there are more bodies on this property.”

He put his hands on his utility belt. “And there’s a lot of land to cover.”

I nodded. He was going to need the FBI on this one. “Need extra help searching? We’d be glad to help.”

He relaxed a fraction. “Maybe. Let me get a cadaver K-9 team out here first. And the FBI.”

Another hidden clue hit me. The barn had peeling paint all over it, but the black, red and white colors of the Nazi flag were very apparent if you knew what to look for. I returned to Cory’s embrace. “The barn.”

He grimaced. Then his face lit up. “You’re right. Nazi colors.”
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Cory

 

As much as the old lady had hated me, was I lucky to be alive? I thanked God either way.

Ava leaned against me as I rested my head on the top of hers, looking around the grimy, blue walls of the emergency department. Two hours of questioning and a statement later, we’d been allowed to come to the hospital to be with Jillian. Now, we sat amongst a room full of waiting patients and their family members. Everyone avoided eye contact like they’d get the plague if their eyes accidentally met.

Ava rubbed her legs. “I don’t know how Jillian will ever deal with this. She was doing so much better, but now…?”

I shook my head against hers. “It’s God’s way of testing her further.”

“I’m sure, but will she see it for what it is?” She was quiet for a few minutes then turned in my arms. “I never suspected Grandma.”

“Me either.”

“How do you think Ross Shravner got involved?”

Shauna leaned in to hear my answer too.

I looked from one to the other. “I think she promised him a share in the property. One big enough to get him to kill.”

“How big is that farm?”

“Over a thousand acres. And I heard there could be gold in the mountains. It would be enough for some people.”

We all turned as a doctor entered the waiting room of the emergency department. He headed for us. “You’re here with Jillian Rory? She gave consent for me to talk to you.”

Shauna jumped out of her seat. “How’s she doing?”

“Fine. It was a through and through shot. We got her bleeding under control. She can go home tonight as long as the evaluation on her vascular system comes back clear. You can go back as soon as she returns from ultrasound.”

We thanked him before he left.

Ava relaxed a bit in my arms. I needed to get some air, to be with her without a dozen eyes watching us. And for once I trusted myself. Thank You, Lord for bringing me this far. I’ll do my best to follow Your ways with Ava.

“Can we talk? Outside?”

She raised her eyebrows at Shauna before leaving with me. “Be right back.”

I tugged her out the main doors to the parking lot. When I stopped, I grasped her hands. Boy, was it hard to tell her how I felt. “The case is closed. You get to take a deep breath.”

“Yeah, after all the reports we have to write up for Mr. Connell.”

I was sorry for him. Anyone would feel bad for Mr. Connell in his circumstance. I’d be there to pick up the slack where he needed me. “In less than a year, he lost the two most important people he loved. And the one he should’ve been able to trust the most was responsible.”

She looked down. “It’s so awful. I’m glad we were here for him.”

I chucked her chin. “But God will see him through it.”

She smiled. “He will. Now, my cowboy, what did you want to say to me?”

I chuckled. She’d get what was coming to her later for that nickname use. “He’ll see us through our courtship too.”

“Courtship?”

I squeezed her hands and lowered my mouth to hers. Just before tasting her lips, I said, “Yep. Then marriage. God and I talked. He says go for it.”
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