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CHAPTER ONE




“Come on, we’re almost there. Just a little farther.”

Evelyn Foster patted her station wagon’s dashboard. It had four-wheel-drive and normally didn’t have a problem with the snow, but this was one of the worst snowstorms she had seen. The relentless wind coming off Lake Superior blew drifts into the road, drifts that threatened to bog her station wagon down whenever she couldn’t navigate around them.

She was just glad her plane had landed in time. If her flight had been delayed for even an hour, they probably would have had to cancel it altogether. It had been snowing when she arrived in Marquette, but during the half-hour drive to Granite, Michigan, things had gotten immeasurably worse.

Now, she could barely see ten feet in front of her. Thank goodness she was almost home. If she was any closer to Marquette, it would have been safer for her to turn around and get a hotel for the night, but she was eager to see her dogs after being away from them for nearly a week.

“Look at that, we made it! Good job.”

She patted the station wagon’s dashboard again, then realized she was talking to her car as if it was a dog and stopped, glad that no one was watching as she pulled into her driveway. She didn’t want to go full crazy dog lady, at least not for a few decades. She still held on to the hope that she might not end up as a spinster with only her pets for company. Not that there was anything wrong with that, of course—she was sure she would be perfectly happy spending her golden years with a pack of rescue dogs, but she had always wanted a family of her own to love.

She pulled into her driveway, parking next to Lucas’s car. It looked like he had scraped the snow off of it and shoveled the driveway in the last few minutes, because both had only a thin layer of snow on them. The roads were worse; she wasn’t sure if he would be able to make it through the drifts in his sedan. If he had to, he could stay another night in her guestroom. No one should be driving in this weather if they didn’t have to.

The wind hit her like an icy punch to the face when she got out of her station wagon. It was so cold that it was hard to breathe, and so windy that she had to slit her eyes against the blowing snow. The drive from Marquette had been one of the most stressful in her life, but she knew that as soon as she got inside, unpacked, and settled down with a hot cup of tea and her dogs, she would love the cozy feeling of being ensconced in her warm house while the storm blew outside.

And on the plus side, if the storm was bad enough, the dental clinic might be closed tomorrow, so there was a chance she might get one final day off from work before the clinic reopened for the new year.

Not wasting any time, she rushed around to the back hatch and popped it open to take her luggage out. She was determined to get everything inside in one trip, and after a fair amount of struggling with her bags, she made it to her front door.

It swung open before she had the chance to reach for her keys, and Lucas, the young man she had started mentoring when he became interested in search and rescue work, waved her in, holding onto Atlas and Willow’s collars so they didn’t rush her at the door.

Eve dragged her bags inside and shut the door behind her to keep the cold out, then dropped to one knee and spread her arms. Lucas let the dogs go and they rushed forward, their claws scrabbling against the floor as they hurried to drown her in kisses.

“I missed you guys too,” she said, laughing as they almost bowled her over. “I’m home now, see? Were you good for Lucas?”

“They were perfect,” he said. “I took them on a walk every day, and I did some obedience training with them, and they had a lot of fun catching snowballs in the backyard. I made sure they were happy, even though they missed you.”

“Thank you so much for watching them. I’m sorry you had to do it over the holiday.”

“No, it was a great distraction.” Grief flashed across his face for a moment. His older brother had passed away a few months ago, and he was still learning to live with the loss. “They were alone for about eight hours on Christmas while I was visiting my parents, but other than that, I was here almost the whole time. They were great company. Now I want to get my own dog more than ever.”

“When you decide the time is right, let me know. I’ll reach out to Jan and the others at Michigan Mutts Search and Aid. If you’re interested, they’ll be able to help you find a search dog prospect.”

“I just need to make sure I’ll have the time to take care of a new dog. It’s not so bad when I’m on Christmas vacation, but once the restaurant gets back to normal hours, I’ll be a lot busier.”

“I’m sure you’ll be able to figure it out, but there’s no rush,” she said as she stood up. “Thanks again. I probably could have asked Aidan or Tiana to watch them, but you’ve done so much training with us I thought they would respond the best to you. Do you want to stay for a cup of tea? Or if you don’t want to try to drive home in the storm, you’re welcome to stay in the guestroom again.”

He shook his head. “Thanks, but my apartment’s only a few minutes away. I’ll let you get settled in. I’d better get going; the roads are only going to get worse the longer I wait.”

“All right, let me know when you get home so I know you’re safe.”

He was already packed; all he had to do was put on his shoes and grab his coat. Then he was out the door, pausing to say one last goodbye to the dogs and wave to her before he stepped out into the cold. She shut the door behind him and then went to the guestroom window to look outside and make sure he didn’t have any problems starting his car or leaving the driveway.

Atlas nudged her leg. She looked down to see him carrying his favorite teddy bear, a ratty old thing he’d had since he was a puppy. She took it from him and tossed it, watching as he snapped it out of the air, his tail wagging so hard it thumped audibly against the wall.

It was good to be home.

Lucas had tidied up the house and stripped the mattress on the guest bed for her, so all she had to do was carry the bedding to the laundry room. She left it on top of the washer, deciding to wash it after work tomorrow. She didn’t want to do any chores beyond the bare minimum tonight; she was glad she had gone on the trip, but it hadn’t exactly been relaxing, and she wanted to rest tonight. Spending the holidays with her mom always left her feeling stressed; she had been adopted, and she always felt a little like an outsider to her extended family.

After moving her bags into her bedroom to be unpacked later, she changed into a pair of clean pajamas and went into the kitchen to feed the dogs and put the kettle on the stove. She would make a cup of tea, then check the weather forecast and her email to see if her bosses had decided to close the clinic yet. If they had, she might indulge by staying up late and watching a movie.

While the dogs ate and she waited for her tea kettle to boil, she sent a text to Tiana, letting her best friend know she had made it home safely. Tiana’s Woohoo! I missed you! Glad you’re home. :) made her smile.

The tea kettle began to whistle. Eve took it off the stove and shut off the burner, then opened her cupboard to look for her favorite mug.

The power went out.

There was no warning; no flickering lights or sudden crack of a tree falling on the power line. The house plunged into silent darkness, the familiar hum of electricity dying so the only sound was that of the tea kettle ticking as it began to cool and the dogs crunching up the last of their kibble.

She waited, her hand extended toward the cupboard, for a few seconds, hoping the power would come back on. As the moments stretched on, that hope began to die.

“Well, that’s not good,” she muttered.

She felt around on the counter until she found her phone and turned the flashlight on. She used the light to find her way to the laundry room, where she picked up her hefty emergency flashlight and flicked that on instead. The brighter light was reassuring. Going into the living room, she grabbed the candle off the coffee table and carried it into the kitchen, then found a lighter in her junk drawer and lit it. The soft glow was enough for her to make her tea by.

Unbothered by the power outage, the dogs had finished eating and were watching her as she carried her mug and the candle over to the kitchen table and sat down. The house was already starting to feel colder. She wasn’t going to panic yet. The power could come back at any moment, and even if it didn’t, her biggest concern was that the pipes would freeze and burst. She had plenty of blankets and a whole box of those little chemical hand warmers that hunters used. Between those and cuddling with the dogs, she would be able to keep warm overnight.

Her plan of watching a movie was out the window, though.

She had only managed to take one sip of her tea when her phone’s screen lit up as it began to ring with an incoming call. She expected to see Tiana’s name on the caller ID, probably calling to see if she had lost power too, so she was surprised and more than a little concerned when Sheriff Mary Larson’s name came up instead. She was on good terms with the sheriff and considered her a friend, but they didn’t exactly call each other up to chat. If the sheriff was calling her tonight, it meant something bad had happened.

She set her mug down and answered the phone, ignoring the sudden, icy clench of nerves in her gut.

“Hello?”

“Eve, thank goodness. Please tell me you’re back in town.”

“I just got back twenty minutes ago. What’s going on?” She wasn’t sure how the sheriff knew she had been gone. She didn’t think she had mentioned anything about leaving town the last time they spoke.

“I just got off the phone with Jan, so you might hear from her too. She wasn’t sure if you were getting back today or tomorrow, and I can only thank God that you’re back today. We’ve got a missing little girl, and according to Jan, it would take anyone else a few hours at a minimum to get out here in this weather. We need a search team out ASAP. The weather is terrible, and it’s only going to get worse. She’s been missing for an hour already, and I’m worried she doesn’t have long. Can you do it?”

Eve was already standing up, her cup of tea forgotten. Volunteering for search and rescue meant that she always had to be on call and ready to respond to life-or-death situations. Her mind felt like it was on overdrive as she went through a mental checklist of everything she would need for the search.

“Yes. Just give me the address, and Willow and I will be out there as soon as possible.”


CHAPTER TWO




Eve wished she hadn’t been so quick to change into her pajamas when she got home. Changing back into her clothes in the dark only wasted precious time, but it wasn’t a step she could skip. Finding the missing girl was urgent, but weather like this posed a real danger to her and Willow too. Going on a search alone in inclement weather like this, without a team to back her up, could be deadly if she wasn’t careful.

But if she didn’t do it, that little girl might not make it through the night. She might not even make it through the next few hours, so there was no time to waste.

It was hard not to rush, but doing this right was essential. She bundled up in her warmest clothes, putting on her ski pants, a thick parka, and her very best snow boots. She put some hand warmers in her pockets, grabbed the emergency pack from the front closet—normally, she kept it in her station wagon, but had left it behind for her trip—and spent a precious few moments strapping a set of booties to Willow’s feet before putting a bright orange vest on her.

The dogs had picked up on her sudden urgency and matched it with anxious energy of their own. She felt bad about leaving Atlas behind so soon after she had gotten home, but there was no way to explain to him what was going on and no time to waste. Out of the two, Willow was the only one who was trained for live finds. Atlas was a cadaver dog, and she sorely hoped his services wouldn’t be needed.

She entered the address the sheriff had texted her into her phone as she rushed out to her car and loaded Willow and her emergency pack into the back. The weather had only gotten worse in the time she was inside, and normally she would never leave when the visibility was this bad, but this was a life-or-death situation. She was going to get out there and find that little girl no matter what.

Jan called her while she was already on the road. Eve put the call on speaker so she could focus on driving and avoiding the worst of the drifts while they talked. Jan told her she was going to join her, but she lived farther away so it would take her longer to get there. Even so, knowing that there would be backup in case something went wrong was a relief.

“Be safe,” Jan said before she hung up. “I’m worried about you going out there alone, Eve. You’re not supposed to put yourself in danger. Make sure we don’t have to send a team out to look for you, too.”

The drive was painfully slow. Even though the GPS route took her through town, the roads weren’t any better there. The plows hadn’t hit the streets yet, and the power was out here, too, giving Granite’s downtown stretch an eerie, abandoned look. The dark buildings and dead streetlights gave the town an apocalyptic feel that did nothing to soothe her nerves.

The address took her to a little house a few miles outside of town, surrounded by trees. Eve hadn’t had time to look at a map before heading out, but she was almost certain the property backed up to the state forest. There were thousands of acres of forest out there. She could only hope the girl hadn’t gone far.

Sheriff Larson was parked near the house, waiting for her with the girl’s parents. They were dressed in outdoor clothes and looked frozen themselves; it was obvious they had been out searching for her on their own for a while.

Sheriff Larson wasted no time in briefing her on the situation. The girl, Lucy, was eight. She had gone out to play in the snow, but when the storm worsened and her mother went outside to call her in, she was nowhere to be found.

“She has a history of going into the woods to play even though she isn’t allowed to do so without supervision, so right now we are leaning toward her being lost rather than looking at something like an abduction. My guess is she got turned around when the visibility got worse and couldn’t find her way back. She’s wearing snow pants, boots, and a coat, plus gloves and a hat, but we’re still working against the clock here. Miss, please provide Eve with your daughter’s pajama shirt so her dog can get the scent.”

Eve got Willow out of the car and clipped her leash to her orange search vest, Willow’s signal that she was on the job. Lucy’s mother, with tears frozen to her eyelashes, held out a pajama shirt. “She wore it to bed last night and we haven’t washed it yet. I hope it’s enough.”

“That’s perfect,” Eve said. “Do you have a plastic bag? I’ll bring it with me in case Willow needs a refresher of the scent.”

She let Willow sniff the shirt, then put it into a plastic bag that Lucy’s mother provided and slipped it into her pocket. She did one last check of her gear, making sure her backpack was securely strapped on and double-checking that she had her handheld radio and that Sheriff Larson’s radio was on the same channel so they could communicate with each other.

“Please, find her,” Lucy’s father said.

“I will.”

She wasn’t supposed to promise anything, but she was determined that tonight would have a happy ending. Willow was almost ten years old and was close to retiring, but she was one of the most experienced search and rescue dogs in the area. Eve had absolute faith in her. Wherever Lucy was, they would find her. She looked down at Willow; her first dog, her friend, and her partner.

“Ready girl? This is important. We’ve got to find her. Search.”

They set off through the backyard as Lucy’s parents started calling her name again. Their voices faded quickly in the wind. Between the visibility and the roar of the wind in the trees, she would be almost completely reliant on Willow’s nose to guide her.

Eve stumbled through the snow, her flashlight almost more of a hinderance than a help. At first, Willow meandered directionlessly, but when her ears pricked up and she started to pull forward, Eve knew the dog had caught Lucy’s scent. Relief and a smidgen of hope unfurled in her chest as she jogged after the dog, moving slower than usual since the snow hid the fallen logs and dips in the ground that might trip her up. She couldn’t afford to sprain an ankle right now.

Normally, Eve was decent at navigating, but the blowing snow was disorienting. She couldn’t blame Lucy for getting lost when, just twenty minutes into the search, she was completely turned around. Between her compass, her GPS, and the topographic map of the area, she was positive she would be able to find her way back, but for now, she had absolutely no idea which direction they were going. It wasn’t until she felt a smooth surface under her feet and saw that the snow stretched without breaking to her left and right that she realized they had somehow found their way to a road.

Willow plowed onward through the snow, and Eve paused long enough to look both ways before jogging across it. It didn’t look like anyone had driven down this road since the storm began, but that didn’t help her figure out which road it was. Even the main highway that led along the lake shore probably hadn’t had much traffic in the past hour.

No one sane would go out in this storm if they could help it.

Willow climbed nimbly down into the ditch on the other side of the road, but Eve slipped and slid, nearly losing her balance. As they climbed up the other side, Willow froze so suddenly that Eve almost tripped over her.

“What is it?”

She followed her dog’s gaze with the flashlight and frowned when the beam revealed an old, abandoned shed with a partially collapsed roof, just visible through the snow and trees. The windows were broken, and the empty darkness inside was eerie, but to a lost little girl looking for shelter, she imagined it would look welcoming.

“Is she in there? Lucy!” She shouted the girl’s name but didn’t hear a response.

Eve started walking toward the shed, but Willow whined and pulled back. Frowning, she looked at the dog and realized Willow wasn’t alerting on the shed. She looked … frightened. Her tail was tucked between her legs, and she was pulling back against the leash, refusing to go further.

“What—”

Before she could ask Willow what was wrong—not that the dog could answer—Willow’s ears pricked, and she turned her head sharply in the direction they had been going. She started pulling the leash again, and Eve followed her, shooting one last, uncertain look over her shoulder at the abandoned, crumbling shed.

She had no idea why Willow had reacted to it like that, but as long as Lucy wasn’t in there, it didn’t matter right now. Nothing mattered except finding her.

Willow seemed more certain than ever of where they were going, so Eve started calling out Lucy’s name again. As the dog began to pull harder and her tail started to wag, Eve knew they were close. When she heard the reedy shout coming from ahead, relief washed over her.

“Lucy! Lucy, can you hear me? I’m part of a search and rescue team. Stay where you are, we’re coming for you!”

Finally, Eve’s flashlight picked out a bundled up, snow-covered form rising from the scant shelter of the lee side of a fallen log. Stumbling through the snow, Lucy ran toward her and Willow, and Eve dropped the dog’s leash to accept the girl’s relieved hug.

They weren’t out of the woods yet, but they had found Lucy. The hardest part was over.


CHAPTER THREE




They followed the road back, until Lucy’s family, Sheriff Larson, and Jan made it through the snow to pick them up half a mile from where Eve had found Lucy. She had wrapped the girl in an emergency blanket after brushing the snow off of her clothes and opened a few of the hand warmers for her to keep warm with. Although it was clear she had been terrified when Eve found her, as soon as the initial tears passed, she became enamored with Willow and seemed to decide to treat the whole event as a grand, if somewhat scary, adventure.

Watching her parents jump out of the sheriff’s truck to hug her made Eve’s heart warm—though the rest of her was freezing. Normally, they would have paramedics on hand and if not, they would suggest a child who had been lost in inclement weather go to the hospital for a check-up, but with how bad the storm was, and the fact that Lucy seemed fine other than being a little shaken up, Sheriff Larson told them to just go home and stay warm.

“You’re lucky you have that wood burning stove. Get a fire going and make sure she’s nice and toasty. Trying to drive thirty miles to the hospital in this is going to be more dangerous than staying put for the night.”

Some of the adrenaline rush Eve was enjoying from saving Lucy faded as she remembered the power outage. She wouldn’t have a nice toasty home to go back to.

“Do you know what happened?” she asked the sheriff. “Did a line go down?”

The sheriff nodded grimly. “A semi-truck took out one of the main poles from the power substation. We’ve had a few bad accidents on the highway since the snow started. Thankfully, no fatalities yet, but it’s just a matter of time with a storm this bad. Anyway, it might be a couple of days before we get power back, I’m hoping no longer than a week at most. Are you going to be all right? Do you have a generator?”

Eve shook her head, worry beginning to rise inside her for the first time. Until now, the power outage had been an inconvenience. But if it was going to be out for a whole week?

“I wish I’d bought one. I thought about it, but I’d have no idea how to set it up, so I kept putting it off.”

“Well, we’ll be setting up a warming station in the school tomorrow, assuming we can get enough generators and fuel together to keep it running. Don’t hesitate to stop by if you need anything. We’ll have hot food, coffee, extra blankets, anything we can scrounge to help keep people warm. When you go home tonight, you fill up as many containers with water as possible and store them together in a small space, like a closet, to keep them from freezing for as long as possible. Then you’re going to want to shut off the water to your house and leave your faucets open so if they freeze, they don’t burst. The plumbers are going to be raking in the work after this outage is over.”

The advice only served to make Eve more worried. She gave Lucy one last hug, was pulled into an unexpected embrace by her parents, and let Willow say goodbye to all of her new fans before they got into Jan’s big SUV, the warmth from the heater like paradise after the long search. Willow hopped into the back, where she sniffed noses with Jan’s dog, who was riding in a crash-tested crate that was bolted into the SUV’s cargo area.

As Jan drove her back to Lucy’s house so she could get her station wagon, Eve filled her in on how the search had gone. She knew going out alone like that had been dangerous, but to save Lucy, it was worth it.

“Are you sure you want to drive all the way back to your place tonight?” Eve asked. “I have a guestroom. You’re welcome to stay.”

“I’ll be all right,” Jan said. She patted her steering wheel. “This thing gets terrible gas mileage, but it makes up for it in weather like this. I’ve got emergency supplies in here, so even if I get bogged down, I’ll live. I’ve still got power at my place, or I did when I left, so if you need to, you can bring the dogs and stay until you get power again.”

“Thanks,” Eve said, feeling a surge of relief at the knowledge that she had options. “I’m going to try to tough it out for now, but if the dogs seem uncomfortable or I can’t keep myself warm enough, I’ll take you up on that.”

She said goodbye to her mentor, then loaded Willow into her station wagon, cleared off the snow that had already accumulated on it, and headed for home.

Eve woke in the morning feeling even more exhausted than she had when she went to bed the night before. Getting home had been slow going, and it was well past midnight when she and Willow finally stumbled through the front door. Then she had to prepare the house for a long power outage; she took the sheriff’s advice and filled every empty container she could find with water, then found her water shutoff by tracing the plumbing and shut it off. The last thing she needed was for her house to flood if a pipe froze and burst. After that, she insulated her bedroom as best she could by hanging a thick blanket over the window and threw her sleeping bag and all of her extra comforters on her bed. The last thing she did before passing out was respond to the texts Tiana and Aidan had sent her asking if she was all right. She didn’t have the energy to tell them about the search for Lucy just then, but she promised to tell them in the morning, after she got some rest.

Except, her sleep had been the furthest thing from restful. She had tossed and turned all night, not because of the cold—it was a little chilly, but with both dogs cuddling with her and all of the blankets piled high, it wasn’t too bad—but because of her dreams.

Every time she closed her eyes, she saw the shed. Willow’s reaction to it must have creeped her out more than she realized, because each time she drifted off, she woke a few minutes later, her heart pounding and her palms sweaty from a nightmare about that shed and what might have been hiding inside. Sometimes she was the one who was trapped inside, frozen motionless and unable to call out for help even though she knew a search team was right on the other side of those broken windows.

Logically, she knew Willow had probably smelled an animal. A coyote, or maybe even a wolf or a bear, must have taken refuge from the storm inside of the rickety building, and its scent had been enough of a warning for Willow not to want to approach it.

But … what if it wasn’t an animal? What if a person had taken refuge in there? What if someone had died in there?

She had seen Willow react similarly once, when she and Atlas returned from a teaching hospital that had been kind enough to agree to help with his training with a real cadaver. It had been one of the most uncomfortable training sessions she had ever done, but it was necessary, and she was very grateful to the person who had donated their body to the teaching hospital.

But when they got home, Willow had taken one sniff of them before she backed away with her tail tucked between her legs and her hackles up. At the time, Eve realized she could probably smell the cadaver on them and had been grossed out enough to hop into the shower immediately, then hadn’t thought much more of it.

Last night, she had reacted to the shed in exactly the same way.

Unable to ignore the tugging of her conscience telling her she should go back and check it out, she got out of bed and braved the chilly air for long enough to peek out through the window. It looked like the wind had died down, but it was still snowing. The outside world was a wonderland of white. It looked like the snowplows had come through at some point, but a few inches of snow had accumulated since. Judging from the lack of tire tracks, no one else had driven by. Which made sense. It would be crazy to go out in weather like this if she didn’t have to.

But her dreams had brought the shed to the forefront of her mind, and the memory of Willow’s odd reaction when she and Atlas returned from the teaching hospital that day so long ago kept it there. The shed was right off the road, so she wouldn’t have to go far, and her station wagon could make it through the snow much easier now that the plows had taken care of the biggest drifts. Plus, on her way back, she could stop by the warming center at the school, grab a cup of hot coffee, and see if they needed help. Really, checking the shed first would only be a tiny detour. It would barely take any time at all, and once she saw that it was empty, she could forget about it and focus on the important things, like making it through this power outage.

Her mind made up, she opened her closet and dug through it for her warmest clothes. She hadn’t checked her email yet, but it was a safe bet that the dental clinic was closed. Everything was closed. The town was going to have to pull together if everyone was going to make it through this disaster alive.


CHAPTER FOUR




It took her an hour to get ready to go, which included packing some water bottles and snacks for herself and the dogs, along with an extra blanket and some more hand warmers just in case she got unlucky and her station wagon broke down while she was out today. She had no idea how long she was going to be gone, so she decided to bring both dogs with her. Even though they had thick coats, they were indoor dogs and weren’t used to being stuck in the cold for long periods of time. It wouldn’t be fair to leave them alone in her freezing house while she got to spend the day riding around in her warm vehicle.

She also took the time to call both Aidan and Tiana and catch them up on the call she and Willow had responded to last night and what she was doing now.

“I’m just going to check it out,” she said when Tiana expressed her concern. “I’ll be quick, then I’ll meet you and Levi at the warming center, and we can talk about what to do today.”

When she talked to Aidan, she let him know about the warming center as well, and learned that his sister, Alice, had lost power but her neighbor, a woman named Sophia, had a generator and invited them all to come get warm if they needed a break from the cold.

It was good to know they had options. As she left her house with her station wagon full of everything she might need to survive getting stuck in the snow and Atlas and Willow riding happily in the back, she felt a lot more hopeful than she had when she first woke up. She would stop by the shed just to convince herself that there was nothing there, then she would spend the day with her friends, helping where they could. A power outage like this could be deadly, but if Granite pulled together, they would all make it through.

The drive to the shed took longer than she expected, partially because the town was packed. While the quieter roads on the outskirts of town, where she lived, hadn’t been plowed in the last few hours, the roads in town had been cleared more recently. A few of the lucky businesses that had generators were open and offering shelter or food and hot drinks, and one of the sheriff’s deputies was directing traffic in front of the road the K-12 school was on.

She was sure the sheriff would be able to find something for her and her friends to do to help, and as soon as she had verified that there was nothing important in the shed, she would be able to focus on providing aid for those who were most affected by the cold.

Once she got out of town, the world returned to its eerie, silent white state. She passed by Lucy’s house and was glad to see smoke rising from the chimney. At least she and her family were warm. The road to the shed was about two miles down from them. It was a seasonal access road to a handful of homes, mostly hunting cabins and small vacation homes. Unlike the main road, this hadn’t been plowed overnight, and if it wasn’t for the trees that provided some shelter from the wind and prevented the drifts from building up too high, she might not have been able to make it through.

The shed was visible from the road and easy to find. In the daylight, and covered with fluffy white snow, it looked more peaceful than creepy. The flat expanse of snow between it and the road told her there was probably a driveway that led up to it, but she didn’t want to risk her station wagon getting stuck, so she left the vehicle parked on the side of the road, the hazards flashing and the back windows rolled down.

By now, she had all but convinced herself that there was nothing in the shed, and Willow’s odd behavior the night before had been a fluke, but at least this way, if there was a dangerous animal or a dangerous person hiding out in there, she would be able to call to the dogs and they could leap heroically through the open windows and save her. Or at least, run around barking to create a distraction for her to get out of there.

She waded through the knee-high snow, keeping her eyes peeled for anything unusual. There weren’t any recent tracks—human or animal—to or from the shed, but the snow would have covered them in a matter of hours, so that didn’t tell her much. If someone or something was hiding inside, she didn’t want to catch them by surprise, so as she approached, she called out, “Hello? My name’s Eve, and I’m just checking to make sure nobody needs help.”

There was no response. In fact, the entire world was quiet. Other than the quiet chug of her station wagon’s engine, the only sound was that of her boots crunching through the snow. It was a beautiful day, and if it wasn’t for the dangers that came with a town-wide power outage during a snowstorm, she would have been happy to relax, admire the cold beauty of the natural world, and enjoy an unexpected day off of work.

“Is anybody in there?” she called out again when she reached the shed door. It looked like the door had been locked with a padlock at some point, but someone had torn the latch off. It was impossible to tell if the damage was recent or years old. She waited a beat for a response, and when she didn’t get one, she knocked on the door, which made the snow that was caked to it fall to the ground.

Still nothing. She had been keeping her ears peeled for the rustling sounds of an animal moving around, but if something was hiding in there, it wasn’t making any noise. With a glance back at her station wagon to reassure herself that her dogs were only a shout away, she put her shoulder to the door and pushed. It scraped against the frozen ground, and the movement made the entire shed groan. She paused, worried that it was going to collapse under the weight of the snow, but the decaying building held strong … for now.

As soon as the door was open far enough for her to slip through, she took her phone out of her pocket and turned the flashlight on. She shone the light through the gap in the door but didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. The shed had a lumpy dirt floor that looked as if groundhogs had made their homes under it and was filled with old junk. Broken boards, rusted pieces of scrap metal, even a ratty old mattress with too many stains on it to count. None of it explained why Willow had reacted so strongly to the building the night before, so after calling out one last time to announce her presence, she slipped through the door and entered the shed.

The first thing she noticed was the smell. It was an odd mix of coffee, body spray, and something musky from an animal. Wrinkling her nose, she looked around the small building, avoiding the section where the roof had collapsed. The ground was too frozen for there to be any chance of her finding footprints, and the snow that had blown in through the hole in the roof covered up any sign of a disturbance.

She was about to call it a day and head back to the warm sanctuary of her vehicle when something caught her eye. A boot, sticking out between the collapsed boards under the hole in the roof. She knew it was probably just junk, but she was already here, so she might as well make sure. Moving carefully so as not to cut herself on any jagged pieces of metal, and always keeping an eye on the remnants of the roof in case it decided to choose now to collapse, she picked her way through the junk to the pile of boards, which were covered in a deep layer of snow.

She began moving the boards, wanting to see what was underneath. It was either that or step on them to reach the boot, and she didn’t trust the rotten wood to hold her weight. If she fell and got cut, she wasn’t going to be able to make it to the hospital for stitches or a tetanus shot for a long while.

With a grunt, she pulled a particularly heavy board out of the way, which caused a minor avalanche of snow. When she saw what the avalanche revealed, the board slipped out of her fingers.

The boot wasn’t just another piece of junk. It was on a foot, connected to a leg. Scrambling, she began to toss more boards aside with a newfound strength and ever so slowly revealed what was unmistakably a body. Feeling sick to her stomach, she kept clearing the boards and brushing the snow aside until she revealed the man’s face and breathed in a shock of cold air with an audible gasp.

Mason Bailey. She knew him. They didn’t always like each other very much, but he was Lucas’s friend and worked at the convenience store attached to the largest gas station in town, so she spoke with him every so often. Disbelief crashed into her like a frozen wave. He couldn’t be dead. Even though part of her knew it was hopeless, she threw herself forward, feeling for a pulse in his frozen skin.

Only then did she notice the coffee grounds that were sprinkled over and around his body. The other smells were stronger here too, like someone had drenched him in body spray and poured whatever that musky animal smell was over him.

It was as if they were trying to hide his scent. As if they knew she might be out here with her search dogs, looking for him.


CHAPTER FIVE




It took the sheriff forty-five minutes to get there. If Eve hadn’t already known how busy the sheriff’s department was running damage control in town, this would have been what tipped her off. Granite was small enough that even with a force of one sheriff and two full-time deputies—they used volunteer deputies when they needed to for emergencies like this power outage—Eve didn’t think it had ever taken them more than twenty minutes to respond to one of her calls.

Sheriff Larson looked exhausted when she got out of her patrol vehicle, leaving the red and blue lights flashing even though the chances of anyone else passing by were astronomically low.

“In here,” Eve said, leading the sheriff toward the shed and ignoring the dogs as they let out a couple of friendly barks from her station wagon.

She waited outside instead of following the sheriff into the ramshackle building. She had tried so hard to convince herself she wasn’t going to find anything that she hadn’t been careful when she entered the shed and started moving boards around. She had already disturbed the crime scene enough and didn’t want to risk making it any worse.

She watched as Sheriff Larson unclipped a flashlight from her belt and turned it on before entering the shed. When she saw the body, she swore. Eve couldn’t remember if she had ever heard the sheriff swear before and felt bad that the other woman had to deal with all of this on top of a town-wide power outage and the worst snowstorm of the season. Maybe it would have been better if she had waited to investigate the shed until things were back to normal.

The thought was a fleeting one, but she knew following her gut had been the right thing to do. The more time passed, the harder it would be to solve the case. Whoever killed Mason and hid his body here didn’t deserve to walk free for a moment longer than they already had.

“The cold makes it hard to tell, but I don’t think he’s been dead for more than forty-eight hours. He has injuries consistent with being struck by a vehicle, so if we’re lucky, this was a hit and run where the driver panicked and tried to hide the evidence afterward. If so, maybe guilt will get to them and they’ll come forward. Unfortunately, it’s going to be difficult to look for evidence with the amount of snow we have right now. If someone lost a part of their car in the accident, it could be buried two feet away from us and we’d never know.”

“I wish I had investigated last night after I found Lucy,” Eve said. “I’m sorry. I should have said something about Willow’s odd behavior. I was just distracted by everything else, and I was really hoping it was nothing.”

Sheriff Larson shook her head and let out a long sigh. “I’m not blaming you. Finding Lucy and getting her to safety was the priority, and we were all distracted last night. I’m just tired. Barely got any sleep, and I don’t think today’s going to be any easier. Things are only going to get worse. People are cold right now, but there’s still a sense of pulling together and trying to see all this as an adventure. When people’s pipes start freezing and we lose water, or the people with electric stoves can’t heat up their food and get tired of eating cereal and granola bars, or God forbid, when we start finding people who have succumbed to the cold, they’re going to start to panic. If this power outage lasts all week, people are going to start turning on each other. We don’t need a murder on top of all of this.”

“Are you going to keep this quiet until the power’s back on?” Eve asked. It felt wrong, but at the same time, she could see how news about what happened to Mason might make people panic.

“I don’t know,” the sheriff said, dragging a hand down her face. “No. Probably not. Someone’s going to notice he’s missing eventually, and I’d rather get the facts out there than let rumor do its thing. I’ll let the deputies know and do my best to contact his next of kin, then I’ll make an announcement at the warming center this afternoon. Anyway, you already told me how you found the body. Do you have any other leads, or anything you think might be pertinent?”

“No. I haven’t spoken to Mason in a while, and I didn’t see anything suspicious either time I came out here.”

“In that case, you’re free to go. Find somewhere to warm up. There’s the warming center in town, but I heard Lake of Pints also has a generator up and running, and they’re offering half-off the first thing you order.”

“Do you want me to keep you company while you wait for someone to get out here to move the body?”

The sheriff snorted. “Right now, all I’m going to do is cordon this off with crime scene tape before heading back to town to check on the elderly who haven’t shown up to the warming center yet. I’ll call it in and ask for a transport, but between the roads and trying to manage the damage from the snowstorm and the power outage, I’d be shocked if anyone is able to get out here before this evening. The whole county is stretched thin right now. As much as I hate it, this investigation is going to have to wait until the power’s back on and life starts to get back to normal.”

It wasn’t fair. Mason deserved better than that, but at the same time, Eve knew the sheriff was right. This power outage could be deadly to people who didn’t have a way to keep themselves warm, especially the old or sick or disabled. The sheriff needed all hands on deck to keep the most vulnerable people safe. Mason, as much as Eve hated to admit it, wasn’t going anywhere. His case could wait, even if that meant his killer would walk free for a while longer.

After saying a somber goodbye to the sheriff, Eve got back into her car and rolled up the windows, turning the heat as high as it would go. The dogs greeted her with happy kisses, and she spent a moment turned around in her seat to pet them before she sat back down and picked up her phone. She had texted her friends earlier to let them know she had been delayed but hadn’t explained what was going on yet. Tiana and Aidan had both replied, using different words to tell her essentially the same thing. They would be at the warming center, helping out, and would see her there. She also had another message, this one from Lucas, who was checking in to see how she was handling the power outage. She felt a pang at the sight of his name. Mason had been Lucas’ brother Michael’s best friend. After Michael’s death, he had taken Lucas under his wing.

And now he was gone. Sheriff Larson had said she was going to contact Mason’s next of kin, but would any of them think to contact Lucas? She didn’t want him to find out by hearing it on the news or picking up on the rumors that spread after the sheriff made her announcement this afternoon. Biting her lip, she made an executive decision and sent him a text asking if he could take a call. When he responded in the affirmative, she dialed his number.

He answered almost immediately. “Hey, what’s up? Is everything all right?”

“Not really,” she said. “I have some bad news. I’m sorry, maybe I should have asked to meet in person. Are you somewhere private where you can sit down?”

“Yeah, I’m in my apartment,” he said, sounding puzzled. “What’s going on?”

She took a deep breath. “It’s Mason. He passed away.”

“What?” His voice was so befuddled that for a second, she genuinely wasn’t sure if he hadn’t heard her. Before she could repeat herself, he said, “You’re not serious. What happened? I just saw him a couple days ago and he was fine. Shoot, he didn’t get caught out in the storm, did he?”

“No.” She hesitated, not sure how much detail she should go into, but she understood his desire to know the truth. “It looks like someone killed him,” she admitted. “The sheriff thinks he was hit by a car and whoever did it hid his body.”

She didn’t mention how whoever hid Mason in the shed had taken measures to cover up the scent of his body, as if they were trying to make it harder for a cadaver dog to find him. She almost did, but ... the words died on her tongue for some reason. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust Lucas. It just wasn’t important information for him to know.

On that same note, she cleared her throat and said, “The sheriff is going to make an announcement later today, but she wants to contact his next of kin first. Will you keep this quiet until then? I want his family to find out in the gentlest way possible.”

“Yeah,” he said, sounding distracted. “I won’t tell anyone. I just... I can’t believe it. You’re sure it’s him? Man, we got into a bad argument the night before the storm. I can’t believe that’s the last time I’ll ever speak to him.”

“I’m sure,” she said, softly. “Are you going to be all right?”

“Can we meet up?” he asked. “I want to know more, but my apartment is depressing right now. I’ve got to get out and move around. I can’t just sit here all day, wondering about what happened.”

“Sure,” she said. “I’m going into town anyway to meet my friends, but I already told them I would be late, so that’s fine. Sheriff Larson told me Lake of Pints has a generator. And is offering fifty percent off the first thing their guests order. I’m sure it’s going to be packed, but if we’re lucky, we’ll be able to find a quiet corner to chat in.” Plus, she was starving. “I’ll just swing by home first and drop the dogs off. They’ve already spent long enough waiting in the car. It’ll be nice to be somewhere warm for a while.”

“Yeah, that works,” he said, his voice unusually gruff. “I’ll see you at Lake of Pints soon. And Eve, thanks for calling me.”


CHAPTER SIX




Eve’s guess was right. Lake of Pints was packed. The parking lot was overflowing onto the street, with people parked up and down the curb on both sides. Despite the cold, people were huddled in cheerful groups outside, sipping steaming beverages or watching as some kids had a snowball fight in a snowed-in side street. The festival atmosphere was palpable as soon as Eve stepped out of her station wagon, and she wondered if it had been a bad idea to suggest that they meet here. She supposed worst case scenario, they could get some food and drinks to go and talk in her car with the heat running.

She couldn’t spot Lucas’s vehicle, but it was possible he’d been forced to park farther down the street, so she made her way into the pub to see if he was there yet. People were packed in like sardines at the bar, and most of the tables were full too, but Lucas had somehow managed to secure a tall two-person table in the very back corner. He had a drink already, and caught her eye as she came in. She nodded to show that she had seen him and pushed through the crowd. The table wasn’t exactly private, but with how loud the pub was, she thought they would be fine to talk privately as long as they kept their voices down.

Lucas looked horrible. She didn’t think he had been super close with Mason, not like she was with Tiana, but Mason had been Michael’s closest friend and their shared grief over the murder of Lucas’s brother had bonded them despite the fact that they ran in different social circles.

“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have told you over the phone,” she said as she sat down across from him. “I panicked. I thought you deserved to know, and I didn’t want you finding out the wrong way.”

He shook his head. “No, I’m glad you called me. I had some time to work through what I was feeling privately. I can’t believe he’s gone. I mean, I believe you and I don’t doubt what you saw, it’s just hard to really grasp it, you know? Where was he? How did you find him?”

Before she could answer, a very harried-looking waitress bustled over. Eve didn’t want to make her wait, so she just ordered the first thing that came to mind; a cheeseburger and a glass of soda. Only after the waitress left did she turn back to Lucas and explain about the search for Lucy, Willow’s reaction to the shed, and her decision to investigate it this morning. When she was done, he looked engrossed with the story, but he also had the faintest glimmer of anger in his eyes, and his voice was cold when he spoke.

“Whoever killed him hid his body under some old boards in a fallen shed? They had no way to know you would find him so soon. They expected him to rot there.”

Except … with the measures they had taken to disguise his smell, she suspected they had known she would be looking for him, or at least, they had known that someone in town had a cadaver dog that might sniff him out. For a moment, she wondered if that might narrow the list of suspects down, but quickly remembered how she had met Mason and Michael in the first place. They had heard about her search dogs through the grapevine and sought her out here at this very pub when Lucas got lost in the woods during a camping trip. Eve might be a newcomer who had lived here for just over half a year, but news spread fast, and she and her search dogs were already somewhat infamous in town. Even if she was right and the killer had tried to disguise Mason’s body from Atlas’s keen nose, it didn’t do much to narrow down the list of suspects.

The door to the pub opened, letting in a pair of young women who were loud with laughter. Despite the severity of the storm and the power outage, their mood wasn’t unusual, from what Eve had seen. So far, everyone seemed to be taking this as a chance to join hands with the community and have some fun. She remembered what Sheriff Larson said about how things would only get worse as time went on and mentally crossed her fingers that the power would be restored before people began to turn on each other. She liked this side of the town and the sense that they were truly pulling together for this emergency, and she didn’t want to have to witness the worst parts of humanity come into play.

When she glanced back at Lucas, she saw that he was frowning at the girls who were walking up to the bar. His expression was too focused for him to just be lost in thought, so she said, “What’s going on? Do you know them?”

He nodded, not taking his eyes off them. “The one with blonde hair is Mason’s most recent ex,” he said. “They broke up a week ago, he told me when I stopped in at the convenience store a couple days ago.”

It was her turn to frown as she stared at them. “Do you know why they broke up?”

“No. I didn’t ask about it, and he didn’t want to talk about it.” His eyes narrowed. “Do you think she could have had something to do with it?”

“I have no idea what to think,” Eve admitted. “It’s possible what happened really was just a horrible accident and the person responsible panicked and hid his body. The sheriff is even hoping they might come clean out of guilt, if that’s the case. But, and no offense to Mason, he could be more than a little prickly. If he upset the wrong person, his ex might know about it. Do you think it would be weird for you to introduce me to her? We wouldn’t be able to tell her what happened. I want the sheriff to take care of that in her own time.”

“I’ve only met her a few times, but she probably wouldn’t think it was too odd. Her name is Veronica. I’ve met her friend before too, but I don’t remember her name. If you really think she might know something that would help figure out who murdered Mason, I’ll do it.”

“It’s up to you, and only if you’re comfortable with it,” Eve said. “I’m not officially investigating this case or anything like that, but the sheriff said she won’t be able to do much until the current state of emergency is over. If there’s an obvious answer we can get just by talking to Veronica, then I think it’s worth it.”

Lucas nodded and stood up, leaving his drink behind. Eve draped her coat over the back of her chair, hoping that would suffice to save their spot, then followed him toward the bar. Standing behind Veronica and her friend, who had shoulder-length wavy brown hair, he cleared his throat. They turned around and clearly recognized him immediately. Veronica gave him a tight smile, but her friend’s smile was a lot more warm and welcoming as she looked Lucas up and down in a way that was clearly flirtatious.

“Hey, Lucas, I wasn’t expecting to run into you here,” she said.

Lucas glanced at her, and Eve could practically see the gears turning in his head as he struggled to remember her name. She could empathize. She knew just how awkward it could be to forget someone’s name when they remembered yours.

“Um, Veronica,” he said, refocusing on the blonde woman when he couldn’t figure out what to say to her friend. “I wanted to introduce you to a friend of mine, Eve Foster. She knew—knows—Mason too. She’s the one who helped when we lost my brother.”

“Oh, I’ve heard about you,” Veronica said. Her expression still looked a little tight, but she seemed friendly enough. Eve supposed she couldn’t blame her. It was probably uncomfortable for her ex’s friend to come up to her out of the blue just to introduce another mutual friend. “You’re the one with those dogs, right?”

Here was even more evidence of just how well Eve’s dogs were known around town. She smiled, hoping the expression looked natural and said, “That’s right. It’s nice to meet you.”

“It’s nice to meet you too,” Veronica’s friend chimed in. “I’m Maria. You’re the one Lucas spends all that time training dogs with? He’s told us so much about them. They sound amazing.”

She shook Eve’s hand, but Eve thought she detected a hint of jealousy in the other woman’s gaze. Maria definitely had at least a minor crush on Lucas. Now might not be the best time, considering what had just happened to Mason, but she hoped Lucas realized that Maria had feelings for him soon. He had been struggling since his brother’s death, and getting into a relationship might help cheer him up.

“That’s right. He’s interested in learning more about search and rescue, and it’s always handy to have someone around to help out. If you’re interested, you’d be welcome to join us anytime.”

Maria’s eyes lit up. “Really? That might be fun. Well, when the weather warms up a little. I know I probably shouldn’t complain, since I chose to live here, but I really hate the cold.

“This power outage must be a nightmare for you then,” Eve said as she tried to figure out how to bring Mason into the conversation without bringing up his death. “How are you holding up?”

“My neighbors are this really sweet older couple, and they have a generator. They’re letting me use their house to warm up and make food in exchange for me helping them clear snow.”

The conversation was getting off track, but Eve couldn’t figure out how to bring up what she wanted to know in a natural fashion. Lucas apparently didn’t have the same qualms as she did.

“How’s Mason doing?” he interjected. “Has he picked a fight with the wrong person lately?”

Veronica blinked. “He must not have told you, but we broke up last week, and I haven’t seen him since. Why do you ask?”

“I haven’t heard from him for a couple of days, that’s all,” Lucas said. “Maybe I’ll give him a call when I leave here.”

“You do that,” Veronica replied, her voice suddenly going cold. Maria nudged her with a small frown on her lips, then turned back to Lucas, her expression immediately softening. “How are you doing? Your apartment must be freezing. If you want, I can talk to my neighbors and see if they’ll let you pop by to warm up, too.”

“I’ll be fine,” Lucas said.

“Your to-go order.”

The harried-looking bartender dropped a plastic bag stuffed with styrofoam boxes off in front of them and hurried on to his next customer. Veronica grabbed the food and stood up.

“Right, we’re out of here. Maria?”

Maria rose from her seat reluctantly. Hoping to get the chance to play matchmaker, Eve said, “If you want, I can give you my number. That way, if you decide you’re interested in helping with the dogs, you can contact me.”

Maria’s expression lit up. “Really? That would be awesome.” She took out her phone and Eve recited her number. Then Maria and Veronica left the pub, and Lucas watched them go distractedly. Eve was about to suggest they go back to their table to wait for her food when the bartender returned and leaned over the counter.

“Excuse me, miss.”

Surprised, she turned to him. “Yes?”

“You know Mason? Mason Bailey? I heard you talking to those girls.”

“We do,” she said, suddenly wary. As far as she knew, she and Lucas were the only ones who knew Mason was dead right now, other than the sheriff, but she didn’t know why else this man would be talking to her.

“Well, if you can put me in touch with him, I’d be real grateful.”

“Why?”

His lips thinned and he called out over his shoulder, “Mark, break’s over. I need to step outside.” Then he stepped around the bar and gestured to them. “Follow me. I’ll show you.”


CHAPTER SEVEN




They followed the bartender outside and he led them over to a small pickup truck parked in the corner of the parking lot. Gesturing at the vehicle with a deeply irritated expression, he said, “The idiot took a crowbar to my truck, then took off and I haven’t seen him since. If he doesn’t want me to involve the police, I need him to pay for the damages. Also, tell him he’s banned from Lake of Pints. He might be a regular here, but I’m done dealing with his crap.”

The damage to the truck was severe. There was a hole in the windshield with cracks spider webbing out from it, and the driver’s side window was completely smashed in. One of the headlights was broken and there were multiple dents in the hood and the grille.

“Mason did this?”

She was surprised, but also not. Mason was hot-headed and quick to anger. She could see him doing something like this if he got mad enough. Unfortunately, there was no way he was ever going to pay the bartender back for the damage. Not now.

“Eve,” Lucas muttered, touching her arm and nodding his head to direct her attention across the road.

She looked up and saw Veronica and Maria getting into a small maroon crossover across the street. At first, she didn’t know why Lucas had nudged her, but then she saw the vehicle’s bumper. Or rather, the lack of it. She frowned.

“He didn’t like that I cut him off from buying more drinks the night this happened,” the bartender said, distracting her. Eve forced herself to focus on him again. “He was completely unreasonable. You’ll pass the message on, won’t you?”

“I can’t—” Eve cut her words off midsentence. She didn’t want to make a promise she couldn’t keep, but she also didn’t want to tell him the truth yet. The bartender seemed to take her uncertainty as reluctance and ran a hand through his short hair with a sigh.

“Look, you’re his friend, I get it. But it’s going to be better for him if he pays cash for the damage to my truck instead of me going through the police and his insurance. I just want the cost of repair covered, then I’ll drop it. And remember to tell him Paul said he’s banned from Lake of Pints. I’ve got to get back to work now. Who knew a power outage would be our busiest time of the year?”

With a distracted wave, he turned to go back inside. Eve and Lucas followed at a slower pace, exchanging a glance that told her he was wondering the same thing she was. Sheriff Larson thought Mason had been killed in a hit and run. So far, they had found not one, but two damaged vehicles owned by people who were unhappy with Mason.

She wasn’t sure if having too many suspects was any better than having none.

Eve ended up getting her food to go, because Lucas said he wanted to go home and think and she didn’t want to take up a table just to eat in the pub alone, not when her friends were still waiting for her.

She met them at the school and followed the signs to the gymnasium, where the aid stations were set up. It felt good to be inside a building with lights and working heat, and she wasn’t the only one who thought so. She wouldn’t be surprised if a quarter of the town was there. Most people were just hanging out, sitting on chairs or pillows and blankets on the floor. Some people had set up board games, and others were watching the news on an old TV that had been set up in the corner.

At the far end of the room were long tables with food and drinks, and against another wall was a table full of necessities for people in need to take. She spotted Tiana nearby, carrying a pile of folded blankets, and made her way across the room to greet her. Her friend beamed when she saw her and pulled her into a tight hug.

“There you are! Did something happen this morning when you went out to the shed?”

“Yeah, I’ll tell you all about it, but let’s find the others first.”

“Levi and Aidan are helping organize the donation room,” Tiana said. “I’ll take you there.”

Eve followed her friend, who seemed to know exactly where she was going. They wandered down a dark school hallway and into a classroom that had been set up as a temporary supply distribution center. It looked like people had been dropping off boxes full of items they no longer needed, mainly things like blankets and candles, but also some winter clothing and other essentials. Aidan was sorting through one of the boxes while Levi folded a blanket. They stepped aside to let a woman who was pushing a cart of supplies out of the room before entering.

Aidan looked relieved to see her and dropped what he was doing to greet her. There was an awkward pause before they hugged each other. After a kiss at a Christmas party a few weeks ago, things between them had been different, but they still hadn’t had a chance to talk about what they wanted. At first, he had been recovering from the death of one of his co-workers, then she had been gone, visiting her mother. Now, this. It seemed their talk was going to have to keep waiting.

“I was getting worried,” he admitted as he pulled out of her embrace. “Is everything all right? Tiana mentioned something about a shed that Willow didn’t like.”

“Can we shut the door?” Eve asked. “I’ve got something to tell you, but for now, the sheriff wants to keep it quiet.”

Tiana nodded and shut the door. It didn’t lock, but at least this way they’d have some notice if someone was coming in and people wouldn’t be able to hear them if they were walking by in the hallway. Picking up a blanket to fold to keep busy, she told them all about the search for Lucy, the shed, and finding Mason’s body, and then about her meeting with Lucas at the pub.

“Wow,” Tiana said softly when she was done. “I met him a couple times. I can’t believe someone killed him. Are you thinking his ex did it?”

“I don’t know,” Eve said. “The weird thing is how much effort someone went to in order to try to hide the body’s scent. The coffee grounds, body spray, and animal smell are all methods people online suggest to use in order to hide your scent from dogs. None of them work, at least not well, but it shows someone did some research before hiding him in that shed. Which means they know about my dogs, Atlas in particular. I know word about my dogs has spread, but when most people hear ‘search and rescue dog’ they don’t think of cadaver dogs.”

Aidan frowned in thought and Levi looked contemplative. Tiana opened her mouth, then shut it again, as if she wasn’t sure she should say whatever it was she wanted to say.

“What is it?” Eve asked.

“Well, it’s just ... Lucas is the only one who helps you train the dogs, right? Other than me, I mean. And he knew Mason. If anyone would think to hide the scent of a body from Atlas, it would be him. I’m not saying he did it, but ... it’s a little suspicious, don’t you think?”

A vehement denial was on the tip of Eve’s tongue, but then she remembered Lucas mentioning he had gotten into an argument with Mason not long before his death. Her gut said Lucas didn’t have anything to do with this, but if she took a step back and looked at it logically, she had to admit the attempt to hide the body’s scent made him look like a person of interest. He had seen her training Atlas, and he would know better than anyone just how sensitive the dog’s nose was and from how far away he could catch a scent.

But this was Lucas. She shook her head. “No, he didn’t have anything to do with this.”

Tiana gave her a doubtful look but didn’t push the matter.


CHAPTER EIGHT




Despite her denial, Tiana’s suspicions toward Lucas kept buzzing around in her head all through the rest of that day and into the evening, when she parted ways with her friends and returned home. It had finally stopped snowing, and the streets were mostly clear by now. The sheriff had announced Mason’s death to the crowd at the warming center a couple of hours ago and had issued a warning for people to use common sense and stay safe, but not to panic. People were upset and scared, but they were still coming together to get through the emergency. Eve just hoped that lasted.

She was worried about the dogs and hoped they weren’t cold, but when she got home, they both seemed perfectly happy, as if nothing was out of the ordinary. Her house was freezing, so after letting them out back to relieve themselves, she took a couple candles into her bedroom and lit them, hoping the flames would help heat the room, then let the dogs in and fed them dinner before retreating with them into the bedroom.

It was almost cozy with the flickering candlelight, but she couldn’t relax. There was no way Lucas killed Mason, she firmly believed that, but she found herself picking through his reactions from earlier that day. Had he been acting off at all? What about the night she got home? His car had already been cleared of snow, as if he were eager to leave … or maybe, as if he had only recently returned. It had been dark and she had been in a hurry, so she hadn’t done more than glance at his vehicle as she passed by it, and had no way of knowing if it had been damaged. What if he had killed Mason earlier that very night?

No. She shook her head. What was she doing? Lucas was innocent, and she had two perfectly viable suspects in Veronica and Paul the bartender. Veronica was his ex and, knowing Mason, she couldn’t imagine their relationship had ended on good terms. Plus, her vehicle was missing its bumper. Paul had seemed irritated rather than angry, but it was clear he’d had a lot of problems with Mason. What if the damage to his truck was a cover-up for the damage that had been done when the vehicle struck a human body?

She hated that the sheriff wouldn’t be able to start investigating the case until the power outage was over and order was restored to the town, and she hated that she was sitting here doubting one of her friends.

She picked up her phone, saw that it only had thirty-percent charge left, and dropped it without calling anyone. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to talk to Tiana or Aidan more right now. Either of them would be able to cheer her up, but it wouldn’t be smart to waste her phone’s battery life on a conversation that she knew wouldn’t be able to answer any of her questions. She had been charging her phone in her station wagon when she could, but she was starting to run low on gas and she didn’t want to waste any more fuel. She had no idea what the state of the local gas stations were.

She felt a pang as she thought of the gas station convenience store Mason worked at. It felt strange to think she would never see him there again. They hadn’t been friends, but even though they hadn’t always gotten along, he wasn’t all bad. He didn’t deserve this. No matter what motive someone had for killing him, she couldn’t imagine a scenario in which his murder was justified.

She picked up her phone again, and before she could second-guess herself, she dialed Lucas’s number. She didn’t want to doubt him on top of everything else, but she wanted to know what his argument with Mason had been about. She wasn’t going to be able to get rid of the doubt Tiana had planted in her mind until she knew for sure it had been nothing but a stupid argument between friends.

She never would have suspected him if it wasn’t for the attempt to disguise the scent of Mason’s body. That detail stuck out like a sore thumb. Whoever thought of that had to have known more about her dogs than just hearing about them in passing, and that was another thing she couldn’t get past.

“Hello?” Lucas sounded worried when he answered.

“Hey,” she said. “Can we talk?” “

“That depends. Are you calling to tell me someone else died?” He paused. “Sorry, that was mean. I’m not in the best mood right now.”

“Maybe this isn’t the best time. I can call you back tomorrow.”

“No, what is it?” He sounded tired, more than angry.

“I was just wondering what you and Mason argued about. It wasn’t anything important, was it? I understand if you don’t want to talk about it, but I can’t stop wondering what was going on with him in the days leading up to his death.”

He sighed. “He had asked me to meet him at the pub for some drinks and I said I didn’t feel like it. When I turned him down, he said something about me not being fun anymore and that Michael would have gone out to drink with him. I told him to stop using me as a replacement for my brother. Michael might have been his best friend, but I wasn’t. That’s when he told me I needed to get over Michael’s death and move on and start living again. I just snapped at that, I guess. I told him he was a crappy friend and that maybe my brother would have still been alive if he had some better friends. He said some nasty things back and I ended up hanging up. I feel bad about it now, and I wish things hadn’t ended like that.”

The explanation hadn’t helped as much as she hoped it would. She knew Lucas’s one hot button was his brother. If anything would lead to a physical altercation between him and Mason, it was that.

“I see.” She hesitated. “Lucas? Just out of curiosity, if you wanted to hide a body from Atlas, how would you do it?”

He was silent for long enough that she thought the call had dropped, and when he finally answered, his voice was tight. “Why are you asking me all these questions? You’re doing that thing where you investigate a crime again, aren’t you? And you think I had something to do with it?”

“No, I just...” She trailed off.

She didn’t think he had anything to do with it, she just wanted some reassurance to back that feeling up, but she wasn’t sure how to explain that without making things worse. In the end, it didn’t matter.

“I can’t believe this,” he said. “I thought we were friends, but if you really think there’s a chance I killed Mason, then I guess I was wrong about that.”

Before she could say anything else, he hung up and she was left with nothing but her almost dead phone and the heavy weight of guilt in her chest.


CHAPTER NINE




Eve kept her phone off while she slept. She didn’t like being so disconnected from the world, but she didn’t want to wake up to a dead battery, either. Tonight was worse than last night had been. No matter what she did, she couldn’t seem to get warm, and even Willow seemed to be cold, judging from how she snuggled under the blankets with Eve during the night. Atlas was the only one who seemed comfortable, thanks to his thick coat.

By morning, the power outage had officially changed from being an inconvenience, to something she wanted to be done with as soon as possible, if only so she could be warm in her own house again. As soon as she woke up a little, downing a diet soda for her morning caffeine since she had no way to make coffee, she sent a text message to Lucas, apologizing and asking if he would give her a chance to explain. She also texted her other friends to check in on how they were doing. When Aidan responded with a picture of a roaring fire in a fireplace, she could only glare at her screen.

Where are you?! she typed back.

At Alice’s, he replied. You’re welcome to join us. I tried calling you earlier, but your phone was off. Bring the dogs. She made coffee in a kettle over the fire.

If the promise of warmth hadn’t been enough to convince her, that would have done it. I’ll be there in half an hour, she replied. Save me some coffee! Can I invite Tiana and Levi?

She’s texting them an invite herself, he responded. Fair warning, we’re going to go over to Sophia’s to help her shovel snow later this morning.

That was a small price to pay for hot coffee and a warm house. Plus, it was something Eve would have been happy to help with anyway. The promise of comfort in her near future did a lot to make her feel better, but her guilt over how her last conversation with Lucas ended lingered.

He still hadn’t answered her text message, and while it could be as simple as him not having woken up yet, she suspected he was ignoring her. She couldn’t blame him for being upset. If Aidan or Tiana thought she might have killed someone, she would have been hurt too. If he wouldn’t talk to her, maybe she could still help him by seeing how the case was going.

After getting ready to go and loading the dogs into the car, she plugged her phone into her car charger and called Sheriff Larson. She was planning on leaving a message, assuming the sheriff was still busy taking care of things in town and was surprised when the older woman answered.

“Please tell me you haven’t found another body. I’m not sure I could take it.”

“Nothing like that,” Eve assured her. “I know you’re probably busy, so sorry if this isn’t a good time. I was just wondering if you’ve had anyone come forward about Mason’s death yet. I know you won’t be able to do anything with forensics until after the power outage, but if the killer confessed, or someone witnessed his murder—”

“Sorry, Eve, I just haven’t had the time yet. The only way this is going to get solved anytime soon, is if we get a confession or someone starts waving around a red flag the size of Texas.”

“I don’t have a confession, but I did see his ex yesterday, and her car was missing its bumper,” Eve said. “Is that enough to bring her in for questioning?”

The sheriff sighed. “Tell you what, if I get more than five minutes to swing by the office today, I’ll give her a call.” She paused. “What did you say her name was?”

“I didn’t, sorry. It’s Veronica,” Eve said.

“That wouldn’t be Veronica Gill by any chance, would it? Blonde hair, drives a maroon crossover.”

“That’s her. Why?”

The sheriff sounded tired as she said, “Because she backed into her friend’s car the night before the storm, which is how she lost that bumper. I know, because I’m the one who took the call and wrote out a report for her insurance. Sorry, Eve. I think that’s going to be a dead end.”

“Wait,” she said, worried the sheriff was going to end the call. “What about the bartender at Lake of Pints, Paul? He said Mason took a crowbar to his truck, and I saw the damage, but what if he was lying about what happened?”

“Look, I know you’re concerned, Eve, but it’s going to have to wait. I need to get going; I have people to help. Focus on keeping warm and helping out where you can. There are people in need out there right now. We have to focus on them before anything else.”

She felt even worse now. She was just messing all of this up, wasn’t she? First with Lucas and now the sheriff who had told her she wouldn’t have time to look into Mason’s death yet.

“You’re right,” she mumbled. “I’d better get going, too. I need to go help someone clear snow.” She said a quick goodbye and ended the call.

When Atlas pushed his head between the seats to rest his chin on her shoulder, she stroked his soft fur. “Hey, buddy. This has been a weird couple of days for both of you, hasn’t it? Things will get back to normal soon. For now, let’s go see Alice. Then we’ll go over to Sophia’s. I’m sure you two will have fun there, at least.”


CHAPTER TEN




Eve wished she could enjoy the morning spent with her friends, first at Alice’s house, in front of the cozy fire, drinking hot coffee and then hot chocolate when the coffee wasn’t enough to make her feel completely thawed out. The dogs had never been to Alice’s house before, but they were on their best behavior and she had never been more proud of them, especially Atlas, who was still young enough that he sometimes forgot his manners and let his rambunctious, puppyish nature shine through.

It sounded like Levi and Tiana’s night had been easier than hers had been. They had each other to cuddle with, after all, and Tiana’s second-story apartment held heat better than Eve’s little house did. Aidan had it the worst out of any of them, since he didn’t even have a pet to keep him warm. Which was why, when he woke up shivering at six in the morning, he texted his sister to ask if he could come over, and she called him an idiot and asked why he hadn’t already come to stay at her place. Eve smiled as she watched their teasing and wished, not for the first time, that she had a sibling of her own.

Once they all felt nice and toasty and ready to face the cold again, they walked through the snow across Alice’s yard over to Sophia’s property. Sophia owned a horse ranch and managed the business almost entirely on her own. Thankfully, she had an old truck with a plow attachment on the front to clear the driveway, but the barns, pasture gates, and the small vehicles she used to move manure and sawdust around needed to be shoveled out by hand. It would have been a lot for any one person, but with all of them together, the work went a lot quicker and wasn’t as miserable as it might have been alone.

She put the dogs in an empty pasture, where she kept an eye on them while she worked to make sure they didn’t slip through the fence boards to go exploring. She was in charge of shoveling a drift of snow out from around a gate and Aidan came to help her when he finished with his own project.

Despite everything—Mason’s death, her fight with Lucas, and the lingering worry over the case no one had begun to investigate yet—she couldn’t help the way she felt around him. The butterflies in her stomach didn’t care what else was going on in her life, and she had no control over the fact that she couldn’t stop thinking about the kiss they had shared at the holiday party the week before Christmas.

“I haven’t had time to ask yet. How was your trip?” he said as they started shoveling snow together. “Did you have a nice visit with your mom?”

“I did,” she said. “It went about as well as it usually does. It’s always nice when it’s just me and her, but things have been awkward with the rest of the family since I was eight and my grandmother gave me a twenty-dollar gift card for Christmas when she got all of my cousins video game consoles.”

Aidan stopped shoveling to stare at her. “What? Why would anyone do that to their granddaughter?”

Right. She had never told Aidan she was adopted, had she? It wasn’t a sensitive subject to her, not exactly but ... she didn’t often feel the need to bring it up in conversation, either. She decided now was as good a time as any to explain.

“My mom adopted me when I was younger,” she said as she shoveled snow. “My biological parents were teens, too young to take care of me, and they thought I would have a better life with someone else. My biological mother left me a letter explaining everything. And they were probably right, too. My adoptive mom did the best she could, and I had every opportunity I could have wanted. But she adopted me as a single mother, and most of her family didn’t approve. There’s always been some weirdness between me and them.”

She shrugged. It would always bother her to some extent, but she’d had a long time to deal with her feelings of rejection. She had her own life now, and it wasn’t as if she was lonely. She had some truly amazing friends. “It’s all right. I’m used to it, and it really was nice to see her over Christmas.”

“I had no idea,” Aidan said. “I’m sorry, Eve. That’s horrible.”

“It’s fine.” She wrinkled her nose. “I don’t want to focus on that right now, anyway. It’s good to be home. Or at least it was, until the storm hit, the power went out, and I found Mason’s body. That put a damper on things.”

“I can imagine,” he said. “I’m sorry. He’s that guy you had trouble with at the fair this summer, right?”

She nodded. “We had a rocky history, and we weren’t close, but it’s still a shock, you know? And poor Lucas. Mason was his brother’s best friend, and after Michael died, they got a lot closer. This has got to be hard for him. I feel so bad for letting paranoia get the best of me.”

“Yeah, I’d be pretty upset too if you thought I was capable of doing something like that,” Aidan admitted. “Sorry, not trying to make you feel worse. This might be a weird question, but does Lucas have feelings for you?”

“What? No way. He’s like, a decade younger than me. And besides, it’s not like that. He’s thinking of getting into search and rescue himself one day, and helping with the dogs is the best way for him to do that. Plus, he doesn’t have many other people in his life who he can turn to right now.” She hesitated. “Does it make you uncomfortable that I spend so much time training the dogs with him?”

“No, not at all,” Aidan said quickly. “I know you don’t have feelings for him. It’s obvious that you view yourself as a mentor. Not that it would matter if you did, of course. I don’t have any right to tell you what to do.”

She struggled to find the words for what she wanted to say. They needed to talk about the kiss and what their next steps were. They needed to figure out where their relationship stood, but it was hard to know what to say. It had been over five years since she dated, and for a while, she thought she was going to swear off dating for good. She had no idea what she was doing.

Before she could figure out how to broach the topic, Tiana called out from near the barn, “Hey, if you two lovebirds are done chatting, come help us over here! The sooner we’re done, the sooner we can get lunch.”

Right, they were here to work, and she was just standing around, not doing anything. She resumed shoveling, this time with more vehemence. Everything’s going to be fine, she told herself. Lucas would forgive her. Mason’s killer would either confess or the sheriff would hunt down the culprit after things were back to normal in town. She had to believe that, or she was going to make herself sick with worry.

After they finished shoveling, Sophia offered to make them sandwiches for lunch as a thank you for the help, but it was obvious she was stressed and still had a lot to do around the ranch, so they politely declined. After walking back to Alice’s house with the dogs bounding joyfully through the snow ahead of them, they sat in the living room as close to the fire as they could get and talked about what to do next.

“Lunch does sound good,” Levi admitted. “That was hungry work.”

“Didn’t you and Lucas go to Lake of Pints yesterday?” Tiana asked. “We could see if they’re still open. A hot slice of pizza or a burger sounds amazing right now.”

They all agreed that going into town to swing by the pub sounded like a good idea. Eve was happy to go along with it, not just because she was craving some hot food, but because it would give her a chance to talk to Paul again, assuming he was working today. She had the feeling Mason was upset about something in the days before he died.

He had asked Lucas to get drinks with him, and she wondered if that was the same night he had gotten drunk enough for the bartender to cut him off and responded by taking a crowbar to Paul’s truck. Something had been bothering him, and someone had to know what he was upset about. There was a chance figuring that out might lead them to his killer, so she wanted to do some more digging.


CHAPTER ELEVEN




Lake of Pints was still open, but a sign hanging on the door warned they had a limited menu. After a brief discussion, they decided to go in and check it out anyway. If the pub didn’t have anything to eat, they would go back to Alice’s house and cook something over her fire.

The pub wasn’t quite as busy as it had been the day before, and the festival air had faded. The people in here today were quiet, contemplative, and withdrawn. Conversation happened quietly, and the music that was playing over the speakers was somber. Eve was worried that the sheriff’s prediction was right. Given a few more days, this somber mood might turn into one of fear, panic, and distrust.

It was a good reminder that she shouldn’t be upset with Sheriff Larson for not putting Mason’s murder above everything else. So far, people had been handling the power outage well, but it was just a matter of time until things started to boil over, and when that happened, the sheriff needed to be ready to do whatever she could to keep people safe.

They made their way up to the bar, and she was relieved to see Paul was working again today. He was drying a glass, but when he saw them approach, he put it down and came over to the counter.

“What can I get you folks?”

“Are you still serving food?” Tiana asked. “We saw the limited menu sign. I don’t think any of us are feeling picky, we just want something warm.”

“All we’re selling today are pizzas. Two dollars a slice,” he said. “We only have enough fuel to keep the generator running until this evening, so we’re trying to get through the last of our frozen food before that happens, and we have to throw it out. We went through the last of our meat last night.”

“Pizza’s fine with me,” Tiana said. “Is it all right with you guys too?”

They all nodded and put in their orders before finding a table in the center of the room that was big enough for all of them to sit at. Eva had left her dogs in the car, but she wasn’t too worried about them. With both of them in there, their body heat should keep it warm enough for comfort, and she didn’t think they would be in here for very long anyway. At least she didn’t have to worry about them overheating, not in weather like this. It had stopped snowing, but it was still freezing cold outside, and the day was overcast.

“What do you want to do after this?” Tiana asked the group at large. “The extra time off work is nice, but when you combine that with no TV and no lights to read by, it’s kind of boring.”

“You’re all welcome to come back to my house,” Alice said. “If you want to bring some sleeping bags and pillows—and Eve, bring whatever your dogs need—we can move the furniture in the living room and all sleep there tonight.”

They were all quick to accept the offer. Eve was still tired from her lack of sleep the night before, and knew she would be much more comfortable sleeping on the floor of Alice’s living room than she would be in her own freezing bed.

When she glanced at the bar and saw Paul beginning to put plates of pizza on a tray, she got up and said, “I’ll go get the food. I’m sure he has better things to do than bring it over to us.”

She hurried over to the bar, hoping to catch him in time to ask some questions about Mason. Thankfully, the bar wasn’t very busy and the people who were sitting there weren’t demanding his attention. It was a little eerie seeing Lake of Pints this quiet. Usually, she could barely hear herself think when she was in here.

“I’m just waiting on the last two slices,” Paul said when he noticed her. “The cook is taking another pizza out of the oven now.”

“That’s fine,” she said. “I was actually hoping I could speak with you.”

“About what?” His eyes narrowed. “You’re that woman from yesterday, aren’t you? The one who knows Mason. Knew, I should say. Have you heard what happened to him?”

“Yeah, I did.” She hesitated, not sure whether she should admit she had already known about it when she came here with Lucas the day before. Paul might be upset to learn she knew but didn’t say anything, but she didn’t want to lie. She had never liked sneaking around; it was exhausting.

She decided to opt for honesty.

“I’m the one who found him, actually. That’s why I met Lucas here yesterday; to talk to him about it, because I knew they were close. I’m sorry I didn’t say anything, the sheriff asked me to keep it quiet because she didn’t want the town to learn about it before she had a chance to notify his next of kin.”

Paul frowned at her. “How’d you end up being the one who found him? What exactly happened to him?”

“I don’t think anyone’s sure yet, but our best guess is he was hit by a car and whoever hit him tried to hide the body.” She examined his face carefully, looking for signs of guilt or nervousness, but he just looked concerned.

“Well, I guess I’m not getting any money from him for my truck,” he muttered. “I can’t believe he’s gone. I mean, the guy was trouble, but it still doesn’t sit right with me.”

“That night he went after your truck with a crowbar, did he say anything about what was bothering him? I know he’s always had a short temper, but something must have set him off for him to do something like that.”

“Well, I don’t usually talk about what my customers tell me when they’ve been drinking, but I suppose in this case it won’t hurt anything, considering he’s already dead. He was really down on himself, and he said something about if he was a better friend, his friend might still be alive. I didn’t inquire further, because he’d been in here a couple days before that complaining about his girlfriend dumping him, and nearly took a swing at me when I asked if he wanted to talk, and I didn’t want a repeat of the incident. The guy got volatile when he was angry, I’ll tell you that.”

“What night did all this happen on?”

“It was the night before the storm,” he said. “I think it was close to one in the morning when he left, if that helps.”

The night before the storm, not the night of the storm. She frowned, thinking of what she wanted to ask next. But before she could organize her thoughts, the door to the pub opened.

When she turned around, she saw none other than Lucas himself coming in. For a wild, hopeful second, she thought he had somehow found out she was here and was coming to let her apologize, but then she saw Veronica and Maria behind him. Of course, it was too much to hope that he was ready to hear her out. He was probably just here because it was one of two places in town that was open right now, and the only one that sold drinks.

The instant he saw her, he froze, then turned and immediately went back out the door, leaving the two women to give each other confused looks then hurry to follow him. Eve shot a glance toward her table, but her friends were busy talking and hadn’t noticed him come in. She wavered in indecision for a moment, but she really wanted to apologize to Lucas in person.

“I’ll be right back,” she said to Paul. “This won’t take long.”

She pushed away from the counter and hurried toward the door, hoping she would be fast enough to catch Lucas before he left.


CHAPTER TWELVE




“Lucas! Lucas, wait!” she called out as she left the pub.

He was halfway across the parking lot already, making a beeline toward Veronica’s maroon crossover with the missing back bumper. No, he was heading toward the vehicle next to it, a small SUV with a dented bumper and a missing grille that Maria had just unlocked with her key fob. This must be the vehicle Veronica had backed into the night before the storm, according to Sheriff Larson herself.

Lucas paused in front of Maria’s vehicle. She must have picked him up; while the roads were clear right now, his little car wasn’t the safest thing to drive in this weather, especially with it threatening to snow again, and Maria certainly seemed like she would have been thrilled to give him a ride to the pub if he asked her to.

“Please wait, I want to apologize,” Eve said. “I feel horrible about what happened.”

Lucas finally stopped a few feet away from Maria’s car and turned around, crossing his arms. “Just drop it, Eve. Give me a few days, then I’ll be ready to talk. I know what you’re like. I should have expected it.”

Eve stopped walking, hurt. “What does that mean?”

“You always let yourself get carried away with this sort of thing. Last I checked, you’re a dental assistant, not a private investigator. Why can’t you ever let anything go?”

Veronica was standing next to her crossover by now and leaned against it with a sigh. “Can we not do the drama right now, please? I’m hungry and I’m sick of being cold. Let’s just go back to your place, Maria. You have drinks, and we can heat some soup up over a candle or something.”

“Just give them a second to figure this out,” Maria replied. “You owe me, you know. You should stop complaining so much.”

Veronica sighed and her eyes flicked to the damaged bumper of Maria’s car before her shoulders drooped. “Fine, but don’t take too long or I’m going to pass out from hunger.”

Maria rolled her eyes at her friend and walked up to Lucas, touching his shoulder. “Is everything all right? We can just go, if you want. but if you still want to get drinks here, I’m happy to do that too.”

Lucas shook his head and ran his hand through his hair, looking as if he didn’t know what to do. Eve felt bad. Was he right about her? Was she driving people away because she could never let anything go? It was just … she felt like she needed to help. It wasn’t in her nature to sit back and do nothing when she knew she could do something.

“Lucas, I…” she trailed off, her eyes fixing on Maria’s bumper again.

Her bumper, which Veronica had backed into the night before the storm; the same night Mason had gotten drunk at the pub after Lucas accused him of being a bad friend and having partial responsibility for Michael’s death. The night before the storm was within the forty-eight-hour time span the sheriff had given her for Mason’s death.

And Maria knew all about her dogs because Lucas and Mason had talked about them. She probably knew a lot more about them than almost anyone else in town. If she was hiding a body, would it occur to her to try to cover the scent so Atlas wouldn’t be able to find it if someone called her out on a search?

She was doing the exact thing Lucas had just complained about, but she felt like she was on the verge of something. It all lined up a little too neatly. The timeline surrounding everything from Lucas’s argument with Mason, to Mason getting drunk at the pub, to Veronica backing into Maria’s car. Lucas was right. She couldn’t just throw out accusations without something to back them up, but she had Atlas in her car with her right now. There might not be a body for him to find, not anymore, but if one of these women had transported a body, she was willing to bet he would be able to tell.

If she was wrong about this, Lucas might not ever forgive her, but her conscience wouldn’t let it go. If she didn’t prove her theory wrong right now, then Lucas was going to leave with these two women. What if he got hurt because she wasn’t brave enough to do what was right, even if it meant risking a friendship?

She took a deep breath, then forced a smile onto her face. “Look, I have to let the dogs out to go potty. Do you want to help and give me two minutes to explain what’s going on while we walk them? I know Maria was interested in them before, and they would be happy to meet her. They’ve had a weird couple of days with this power outage, and it would be nice for them to do something normal.”

Maria hesitated for a moment, indecision flickering across her face, then looked up at Lucas.

“I have been saying I want to meet her dogs,” she said. “All that search and rescue stuff you do sounds so cool.” She squeezed his arm. “Let’s go over to her car and look at them at least, all right? Then if you two make up, we can go back into the pub and get drinks like we planned.”

“Fine,” Lucas said. “Two minutes.”

Eve was parked on the far side of the lot, in a corner next to a strip of grass. She hadn’t wanted the dogs to have to deal with too many people passing by and had foreseen the need for a potty break after she and her friends left the bar. They were thrilled to see her, and it took her a moment to sort their leashes out and get them out of the vehicle. Immediately, they rushed up to Lucas, whose expression softened as he leaned down to pet them.

“They’re so beautiful,” Maria said. “They’re friendly, right? I can pet them?”

“Go ahead,” Eve told her. “The darker one is Atlas, and the other one is Willow. Hey, you two, come say hi to Maria.”

The dogs left Lucas to examine the new person. Atlas gave her a few cursory sniffs, but he was a little more aloof with people he didn’t know. Willow was more than happy to take up all of the attention, and Maria gladly scratched her behind the ears, entertaining her with baby talk.

That was good. Eve had been planning on that. There was no way to naturally bring them over to Maria’s SUV, not when they were way on the other side of the parking lot and there wasn’t any grass for them to use over there, but the street was quiet, and she had a plan.

She bent down under the pretense of straightening Atlas’s collar and whispered in his ear, “Ready, boy? Search.” As soon as she said the word, she dropped his leash.

It took him a moment to orient himself. He wasn’t wearing his vest, which was his work uniform that signaled to him it was time to get his head in the game, and he was distracted by Lucas and Maria, but she had spent two years training him, and he knew what to do. After a moment, he started to wander away from her. Eve kept an eye on him, ready to call him back if someone else pulled into the parking lot or came out of the pub, but tried to look like she was focusing on Maria and Willow instead.

“I love her,” Maria said. “Lucas, you should get a dog. We could go on walks together and train it how to do all sorts of tricks. It would be so fun.”

“I’d like one,” Lucas said, giving her a tentative smile. “I’ve just got to figure things out with my work schedule first.”

Maria stood up, smiling, and looked around for Atlas. When she noticed he was halfway across the parking lot, she gasped.

“Eve, your other dog is getting away!”

Eve pretended to notice that he had wandered away from her for the first time. “Shoot, I must have dropped his leash,” she said. “Lucas, can you hold Willow? I’ll go get him.”

She handed Willow’s leash over to Lucas, who looked at her with suspicion in his eyes. She hoped that he understood she was saying she trusted him when she handed him her dog’s leash. She needed to stop doubting him; it was time to start trusting the people she knew and cared about. She hoped he could read the apology in her gaze before she turned to chase after Atlas.

She went slowly on purpose, hoping to give him more time to catch the scent.

He didn’t seem to have much direction at first, but when she was just a few feet away, his ears suddenly perked up and he started trotting forward to circle around to the back of Maria’s SUV. His heart was in her throat as she followed him and saw him sit right behind it. He sniffed at the back hatch for a moment, and she imagined she could see the gears turning in his head as he sorted through the scents.

If Maria had known enough to try to disguise the smell of Mason’s body, she had probably cleaned the SUV very thoroughly if she used it to transport him. After a long, uncertain moment, Atlas looked back at her and let out a single bark, his alert for when he found human remains.

Lucas had followed her with Willow and rounded the side of the vehicle a moment later. He had heard Atlas bark, she knew he had, and he was staring at the dog in confusion.

“What’s he doing? There’s nothing back here.”

Maria and Veronica followed him. Eve knew she wasn’t imagining the worried looks on their faces.

“Oh, that?” Maria said with a laugh. “He must be smelling some chicken I bought the other day. The container it was in leaked all over the place, and it was a huge mess. I tried cleaning it, but dogs have such sensitive noses, I bet he can smell it under all of the chemicals.”

She gave Eve a bright smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes.

Eve knew that was impossible. Atlas had been trained to only detect human remains. He wouldn’t be very helpful if he alerted on every dead animal that was out in the woods. Not only had she only trained him on human remains, but she had specifically proved his training with other types of remains; everything from store-bought meat to roadkill to dead fish. When she was working with him, she needed to have no doubt in her mind that what he was smelling was human.

More importantly, Lucas knew all of this too. He gave Maria such a horrified look that Eve felt bad for him.

“He would only alert if there were human remains,” he told her, “or if human remains had been here recently. What are you hiding? What did you do? Did you kill Mason?”

Maria took a step back from him, her lips trembling. Veronica stepped closer to her and put a hand on her shoulder.

“Stop it,” she told Lucas. “Don’t look at her like she’s a murderer. She saved my life.”

“Why don’t you tell us what happened,” Eve said, stooping to pick up Atlas’s leash and calling him back over to her side. “This is enough evidence for me to contact the sheriff, and I’m going to do that no matter what you say, but if you want a chance to get the truth out first, I’ll give it to you.”

The two friends exchanged a look. Eve was reminded for a single painful second of her own friendship with Tiana. She couldn’t imagine them ever being in a situation where they had to hide such a terrible secret, but she knew if they were, they would try to figure it out together, no matter what happened. It seemed Veronica and Maria felt the same way. Maria gave a minute nod, and Veronica took a deep breath.

“The night before the storm, Mason showed up at my house at around two in the morning. We had broken up the week before, and it was a messy breakup. He wasn’t ready to end things, but he was too volatile. I just wasn’t comfortable being with him anymore, and I told him I didn’t want to see him again. That night, he was more drunk, he had a crowbar in his hand, and he was already bleeding. He said it was from broken glass, but I didn’t believe him; I thought he might have gotten into a fight. Anyway, he tried to get into my house and when I wouldn’t let him in, he threatened to break one of my windows and force his way in. I was scared, and I called Maria. I told her I thought he was going to kill me.” She met Eve’s gaze, her eyes desperate. “I really did think that. I don’t know how well you knew Mason, but he had some serious anger problems and I had never seen him so drunk. I don’t know why I didn’t just call the police. I should have, but Maria was the only one I thought of in the moment.”

She looked at her friend, who took the story over, her quiet voice shaking. “Veronica sounded terrified, so of course I came right over. She’s my best friend. We’ve known each other since elementary school, and there’s nothing I wouldn’t do for her. That’s why, when I saw Mason standing in the middle of the road with blood on his arms and a crowbar in his hand, I lost it. I thought I was too late. I thought he had already killed her. I… I floored the gas and ran right into him.” She paused to squeeze her eyes shut and take a slow breath in before continuing. “Veronica rushed outside, and we both freaked out when we realized he was dead. We didn’t know if it would count as self-defense, and neither of us wanted to go to prison, and he was already dead so it’s not like anyone would be able to help him, so we decided to hide his body. I knew Lucas would probably get his friend with the dogs—” She paused to nod at Eve, “to search for him when he realized Mason was missing, so it was my idea to try to disguise his smell. After we got back, Veronica backed into my vehicle with hers to make it look like that was what the damage was from. We even filed a police report for her insurance to make it look like we weren’t hiding anything.”

She looked at Lucas, who was frozen, his expression unreadable. Veronica looked stoic, like she was prepared to accept the consequences of what had happened, but Maria’s eyes were watering.

“You have to believe me. I’m not a killer. I would never hurt someone who was innocent, but she’s my best friend. I was just protecting her. You would do the same, wouldn’t you?”

The truth was, Eve had no idea what she would do in that situation. She genuinely didn’t think she would be able to kill someone, but if she thought Tiana’s ex had murdered her? She didn’t think anyone would honestly be able to say what they would do in that situation. In this case, she thought it was what came after that counted.

“Hey,” she said gently, getting Maria’s attention. “You need to come clean. I’m going to call the sheriff either way, but if you want, I’ll take you to the sheriff’s department and you can talk to her in person and explain everything. I can’t promise anything; you might end up spending the rest of your life in prison. I honestly don’t know. But you did kill a man and maybe he wasn’t completely innocent, but he hadn’t actually hurt anyone when you hit him with your car. You need to take responsibility for that.”

Maria nodded once, then broke down into tears. Eve didn’t stop Willow when she pulled forward and pushed her nose up under the other woman’s hand. Maria stroked her head, seeking comfort anywhere she could.

Eve exchanged a look with Lucas. This wasn’t the end any of them had wanted, but at least the truth was out. Now it was time for everyone to start healing.


EPILOGUE


The power came back at ten fifteen the next morning. Eve, Tiana, Levi, and Aidan were all still at Alice’s house, along with the dogs, and when the lights flickered back on, they all cheered. A moment later, Tiana groaned, “Dang it, this means work tomorrow.”

“I would take a normal workday over spending all night shivering in my bed anytime,” Eve said. “I think we could all use some normalcy right now.”

When she got home later that day, her furnace had already heated her house up to its normal temperature. She turned the water back on and checked for leaks, but her preparations had paid off. Everything seemed to be working just fine, and the food she put outside was perfectly preserved in the snow. She might have been a little cold, but she thought she had handled the loss of power just fine.

The power outage was over, and she had solved Mason’s murder, but she felt like there was still a lot of unfinished business on her plate. She needed to repair her friendship with Lucas, and she needed to figure out where she and Aidan were headed.

Did they both want the same thing? Had that kiss meant as much to him as it did to her, or was she fooling herself? Was she really ready to date again, or had her ability to trust been permanently broken when her ex left her alone in the middle of the woods on a backpacking trip all those years ago?

She felt like the storm had laid bare all of her flaws and doubts, but now she, like the town, could begin to recover. Before long, it would be spring again, and a fresh start. It was a new year, and it was time for the new her.
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