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ONE


“Well, I think that’s everything.”

Beth York took a step back and put her hands on her hips, surveying the bed of Flora’s truck with narrowed eyes. Her white hair was coiffed into perfect curls, though the early autumn breeze had tugged a few strands free to wave around her head like a cloud. Flora gave the older woman a disbelieving look that went unnoticed, then stared at the contents of her truck’s bed. She was beginning to wonder what she had gotten herself into.

“Does he really need all of this?” she asked. “It’s just for the week, right?”

Beth turned toward her. “A week is a long time when he has hardly ever been away from home before. You’re certain you can handle this, aren’t you? I know you take wonderful care of your cat, but a dog is a little more complicated.”

Flora looked down at the dog in question, a droopy old basset hound named Sammy. He gazed back up at her with soft brown eyes and his tail gave a lazy thump against the dirt driveway.

“We’ll be just fine,” she promised her neighbor. She held her hand out for his leash. “You’re right, it’s good that I’m bringing all of his stuff home with me. He’ll be just as spoiled there as he is at your place.”

Beth fidgeted with the leash, leaving Flora’s hand hanging between them. “And you’ll take him for his walks, won’t you? He does so love going to the park. I’ve hardly been able to take him since I stopped driving.”

“I’ll walk him every day, rain or shine,” she promised. “And on the days that I have time, I’ll drive him out to one of the trails or to the park in town so he can explore some new places.”

Hesitantly, the older woman handed the old nylon leash over. “You saved my great-niece’s number, right? If anything goes wrong, or you have any questions about his care, don’t hesitate to call her. I already told her you might be calling. You can try my cell phone too, but you know I don’t always keep that on me.”

“I have it saved,” Flora said gently. “I promise to call if I have any questions, and you can call me whenever you want to hear how he’s doing. Everything will be just fine. Sammy is going to have a grand time staying with me. Aren’t you, buddy?”

The dog’s tail gave another thump against the ground in response to his name. Finally, Beth bent down to stroke his head and kiss the end of his long nose. When she straightened up, she looked resigned. “Tim and I will be home before you know it, Sammy. You be good for Flora, all right? She’s going to take good care of you. Don’t you chase her cat, now. And you remember your manners, mister.”

With the goodbyes done, Flora called the basset hound over. It took him a second to realize she was the one holding onto his leash now, but when he did, he ambled over to her. Out of respect for his stubby legs, she stooped and picked him up to place him on her truck’s passenger seat, then carefully shut the door.

“Have a nice trip, Beth,” she said. “Don’t worry about Sammy, all right? I want you and Tim to just focus on having a good time at the wedding.”

“I’ll try,” Beth said uncertainly. “Remember to buy more food for him, all right? I feel bad I didn’t do it last weekend, but it slipped my mind. Just get the same bag that I put in the back of your truck.”

“I will,” Flora promised. “And it’s no problem. I have to go shopping for more food for Amaretto anyway.”

She gave the older woman a hug goodbye, then shut the tailgate and walked around to the driver’s side of her truck. As she pulled away, she glanced in the rearview mirror to see Beth standing in her driveway, waving. She rolled down the window to wave back, then cracked Sammy’s window so he could stick his nose out. She didn’t want to roll it down all the way in case the old dog found a burst of energy and decided to jump out. That wouldn’t do much to put Beth at ease with all of this.

Despite having never owned a dog before, Flora was pretty sure she had this well in hand. As far as dogs went, Sammy seemed pretty low-energy, and the two of them were familiar enough with each other that there wouldn’t be any awkward getting-to-know-you period. She was most worried about how her cat, a fluffy white Persian named Amaretto, would react to having the dog in the house. Amaretto had a tendency to flee whenever she saw the dog through the window, but hopefully over this next week, the two would get used to each other.

Her house was only a quarter of a mile away down the bumpy country road. She pulled into her driveway and got out, going around to the passenger side to help Sammy down. After tying him to the porch railing, she began unloading the bed of the truck. Beth really had packed a lot for the dog. She counted two dog beds, two different water bowls – one that was a fountain that needed to be plugged into an outlet, and another with a special design to keep his long, droopy ears from getting wet, a box of dog toys, a big bag full of treats, a towel to wipe his feet off with if it rained, and a nearly empty bag of dog food. Beth had also given her a little bottle of medication to help with his arthritis after their daily walks, along with some special treats to hide the pill in so he would be eager to take it.

It was going to make for a busy week, because she also had to keep working on the little yellow house she was flipping, and had at least one day where she had to work a full shift at the hardware store that she co-owned with her long-term boyfriend, Grady. She didn’t regret agreeing to watch the dog, though. Although she sometimes found Beth a little too opinionated, the older woman had become a close friend of hers over the years, and she and her husband, Tim, almost never went on vacation. She knew Beth loved Sammy dearly and probably wouldn’t have gone to her great-niece’s wedding if Flora hadn’t agreed to watch him.

After carrying all of the dog’s things up to the porch, she looked for Amaretto. She wasn’t in her normal spot in the living room window, which meant she had probably already seen Sammy. Sure enough, when Flora went around to the side of the house, where the catio she had finished building for Amaretto just a few weeks ago was, she spotted the cat on one of the highest platforms, her tail puffed up and her yellow eyes narrowed accusingly at Flora.

“Sorry, girly,” Flora said. “You’re just going to have to put up with him. It’s only for the week.”

The tip of her cat’s tail twitched. Flora felt bad, but she had already committed to watching the dog, so Amaretto was just going to have to figure it out.

Flora went back around to the front of the house and untied Sammy’s leash from the railing. The dog ambled up the porch steps behind her as she unlocked the front door and pushed it open. Normally, she would have to worry about Amaretto trying to run out, but the cat had been much better after Flora finished building the catio, which she could use to safely go outside whenever she wanted. There was also no way she was going to brave running past the dog to get outdoors.

Leaving the door open, Flora ushered Sammy inside then quickly brought in his things while he sniffed at her shoe rack.

Leaving him to it, she shut the door and started finding places for all of his items. She put one of the dog beds in the kitchen, since she spent a lot of time in there and the floor was hard, with only a small rug right in front of the sink. The other one she put in her office, which was just off the living room and was the ideal place to keep the dog while she was gone until she trusted him to be loose in her house. She didn’t mind if he got on the furniture in the living room, so she figured he could make himself comfortable whenever she was lounging in front of the TV in there.

After setting up his water dishes, one in the bedroom and one in the kitchen, and putting his food bowl in the kitchen on the opposite side of the room from where Amaretto’s was, she set the box of toys down next to her couch, tucked the treats into a cabinet, put the little vial of medicine beside them, and decided he was settled in.

Since it didn’t seem like he was about to start chewing on the walls or lifting his leg on her furniture, she took his leash off and let him sniff around to his heart’s content. He had been in her house briefly before, but had never gotten the chance to really explore it. She stood watching him for a second, but he seemed determined to smell every square centimeter of the house, so she decided to let him get on with it and went into the living room, pushing open the window that was attached to Amaretto’s catio.

There was a flap in the window instead of a screen to let the cat through while keeping the bugs out, but it was easy to remove if she opened the window a little wider. She did so now and poked her head out. The cat was still in the same position on the highest platform.

“You can come in, you know,” she called out. “He’s not going to eat you.”

The cat just looked at her, and Flora sighed. She hoped Amaretto would get used to him soon. She didn’t want the cat to be miserable for his whole stay.

Withdrawing back into the house, she replaced the flap and closed the window as far as it would go. The dog had made it into the living room and was sniffing the rug.

“Well, you’ll have to finish your examination of the house later. I think I’m going to put you in the bedroom with a few of your toys for now. I’ve got to get to work.”

Hopefully Sammy would settle down on his bed in the office room and take a nap and Amaretto would be brave enough to come in and start getting used to having him in the house. Otherwise, the three of them were going to be in for a long week.


TWO


After getting Sammy settled in the office room with a stuffed bunny and a hard plastic bone from his toy box, and a treat to sweeten the deal, she tried futilely to get Amaretto to come in one more time, then gave up and got ready to go into town.

At the last second, she remembered to go back inside and take a picture of Sammy’s food bag. She had a long shopping list to get through, though the human groceries would have to wait until that evening. Her friends were coming over for a bonfire on Friday evening, and she needed to pick up some essentials for that, as well as some things to get her through the week. She had learned from experience that if she didn’t remember to bring a bagged lunch when she went to work on the yellow house, she would cave in and buy something unhealthy from one of the restaurants in town or from the nearby gas station.

She wanted to get the shopping for the animals done first, since the feed store closed earlier than the grocery store did, and she wasn’t sure how long she would spend working on the house today. When she pulled into the feed store’s parking lot, she automatically scoured the lot for her friend Sydney’s car. He had been dating her best friend, Violet, for a year and a half, but the four of them, including her own boyfriend, Grady, were all close. Grady’s brother, Wade, was slowly becoming a part of their friend group as well, though he didn’t always come to their get-togethers. She suspected he felt like a fifth wheel sometimes, and knew it probably wasn’t that fun for him to hang out with two couples.

Sydney wasn’t at the feed store today, which was a little bit of a bummer since he often kept interesting toys or treats he thought Amaretto would like aside for her. She snagged a cart as she went inside and navigated to the pet aisle, where she stocked up on two weeks’ worth of the canned food Amaretto liked and bought her some more cat treats, since she realized she would probably need to bribe the cat into coming inside this evening.

She knew Beth shopped here for Sammy’s food, so she was confident she could find it, but it still took her a few minutes to locate the right bag. After heaving it into the cart, she turned the cart toward the front of the store. It was tempting to buy a special treat for Sammy as well, but he already had a lot of treats from Beth’s house, and the last thing she wanted to do was upset his stomach while he was staying with her.

The thought made her wrinkle her nose and turn the cart right back around to grab some specialized pet mess cleaner, just in case. Amaretto never made any mess besides the occasional hairball, and while she didn’t think Sammy was going to cause that sort of trouble, she would rather be prepared than unprepared.

With the important shopping done, she pushed the cart to the front counter, where there was a short line. A woman in a wheelchair with steel-gray hair and a little Chihuahua on her lap was waiting while the man next to her, who Flora thought was probably her husband, paid for their purchases.

The sight of the Chihuahua reminded her that the feed store allowed pets to come in. Maybe if Amaretto ever got over her fear of dogs, she could visit on her harness. It might be a good place to bring Sammy this week too. He got a lot of walks as it was, but just up and down the road in front of Beth’s house. She was sure he would be eager to explore some new places.

“You’re all set, Mr. and Mrs. Scott,” the employee behind the counter said as he passed a plastic bag over to Mr. Scott. He leaned over the counter to smile at the little dog, then waited while the woman, Mrs. Scott, wheeled herself away. Her husband followed, keeping a careful eye on her but not rushing her or moving to push her. The Chihuahua sat contentedly on her lap, gazing at Flora over her shoulder.

Now that it was Flora’s turn, she took her place and piled all of her purchases on the counter. She recognized the employee as Jaxon, a man who had rung her up often enough before that she didn’t even need to see his name tag first. He must have recognized her too because he raised an eyebrow as he scanned the dog food.

“I thought you just had the cat. Did you get a dog too?”

“No, I’m watching my neighbor’s dog for the week,” she told him.

“Well, if he makes you wish you had a dog of your own, check out our bulletin board. We get people posting dogs for rehoming and litters of puppies all the time.”

“Let’s see if I make it through the week without my cat murdering me first,” she joked.

She paid with her card and took the receipt when he handed it to her, then wished him a good day as she left. When she reached the yellow house, she left the pet supplies in the cab and went straight inside to get to work.

She and Grady had finished hanging the drywall a couple of weeks ago. It had been a long, sometimes irritating process, but now that it was done, the house looked a million times better. They had also installed an old clawfoot bathtub Wade had found during one of his scrap hauling jobs. He and Grady had fixed it up and repainted it for her, and she was a little sad that it was going into the yellow house instead of the farmhouse, since she would have liked to keep it, but not enough for her to be willing to redo the bathroom at home.

She had gotten a lot of work done on the kitchen too. A resale store about an hour away had supplied her with the cabinets she needed, and she had managed to get some used appliances at a good price from the hardware store in the next town over. It was a fully functional kitchen now, though they had held off on the water hookup until after her water heater got installed, which was supposed to happen on Friday, along with the furnace. Both companies were coming out on the same day, but at different times. It was going to be busy, but at least after this weekend, the house would officially be legal to live in again.

Not that she was going to live in it. She might spend a couple of nights here just for the fun of it, but as soon as this place was fixed up, she was going to sell it and buy her next house. She knew her chosen career wasn’t an easy one, but there was something deeply satisfying about fixing up these old houses that had seen better days.

Her current project was the floor. She had opted to get vinyl flooring tiles, since they were cheaper than wood, more durable than carpet, and looked nicer than linoleum. The flooring she was putting in the living room was a rich mahogany wood design, which she hoped would make the room look cozy and luxurious.

She spent the rest of the day fitting the pieces of flooring together like a giant puzzle, one that she occasionally needed to cut the pieces for herself. When the sun started to dip behind the houses across the street, she rose from her knees with a groan. This was not an easy job, but on the upside, she had muscles now. Not big ones, but they were there.

And after a day’s work, the living room was beginning to look a lot better. She would just have to remember to put some protective coverings down so the furnace and water heater guys didn’t scratch it up.

By the time she finished her grocery shopping, it was dark out. She was relieved to find that Sammy hadn’t torn up her office room while she was gone, and Amaretto had indeed come inside, though she darted back out into her catio when Flora let Sammy out of his room. It was too late to go on a walk with either of them, but she had the morning to herself tomorrow, and she intended to keep her promise to Beth and take Sammy exploring.


THREE


Amaretto was still unhappy with her the next morning, and although she had come in to eat her dinner and deigned to sleep in Flora’s bed, she had only done so after Sammy was locked in his room for the night. Flora had to feed her breakfast in the catio, since after she let Sammy out to do his business, the cat refused to come back inside.

She felt terrible that her cat was so unhappy about their new houseguest, but there was nothing she could do about it other than give Amaretto her space. So, after she made sure both of them had eaten their breakfast and had downed a cup of coffee and a couple of hard-boiled eggs herself, she clipped the leash to Sammy’s collar, put her tennis shoes on, and headed out to hit the trails.

It was a lovely fall day, the perfect sort of day for a long walk, and the small town of Warbler, Kentucky, was surrounded by thousands of acres of state land with trails crisscrossing it every which way. She knew of one particular trailhead that led to a large pond she and her friends occasionally went fishing at and decided it would be the perfect spot for her walk with Sammy.

Another vehicle was already parked there, a unique looking muscle car with a black body and dark purple front doors. She didn’t see the owner anywhere, and it wasn’t like she couldn’t use the spot even if someone was already there, so she tucked her purse under the front seat, grabbed her phone and her keys, and got out of the truck, walking around to the other side to open the door for Sammy and lift him down.

The instant she got him out of the truck, his nose was glued to the ground. His tail swept back and forth, hitting her repeatedly in the calf, and he seemed so engaged in whatever he was smelling that she let him choose their path. He wanted to go right, down the trail that led away from the pond. She hadn’t walked very far that way before, but figured as long as she kept to the main path, she couldn’t exactly get lost.

It was early enough in the year that there were still leaves on the trees, and it made for a gorgeous walk down the forest path. It was a lot more temperate than fall would be up in Chicago, but after having been here for nearly three years, she was getting used to it. There was certainly no shortage of natural scenery to enjoy here, and the warmer weather meant she could enjoy it for more of the year.

Even though he didn’t have the same appreciation as she did for fall colors, Sammy was enjoying the nature walk as well. With his extra short legs, he wasn’t exactly a speedy walker, but he was a lot faster than Amaretto was when Flora took her out on her leash and harness. The cat had a habit of pausing every step to delicately sniff at whatever caught her attention, and would occasionally lay down to roll around in the grass or leaves, only to refuse to move after that.

At least Sammy kept walking at a steady pace and didn’t make Flora carry him like her cat was prone to doing. He seemed content to stick to the path, so she didn’t have to do much but keep the leash in her hand and enjoy the walk.

They had gone about half a mile when Sammy suddenly stopped and started sniffing the air instead of the ground. She looked around, wondering if a deer or a rabbit was nearby. She saw a lot of wildlife even in her own backyard, especially compared to what she had seen when she lived in her apartment back in Chicago — which mostly amounted to pigeons and the occasional squirrel — and even after living here for so long, she still felt a little thrill when she spotted a wild animal. She didn’t see anything this time, though Sammy kept sniffing the air, until finally she stepped forward and gave his leash a little tug.

“Come on, buddy. Let’s keep going.”

That was enough to get the dog to start moving again. They took only another handful of stops before a lot of things happened all at once. Flora heard a man shout, heard a louder, unidentifiable, sharp sound almost like a stick breaking, and a moment later, the thud of something heavy falling to the forest floor.

Sammy twisted around with surprising speed for his age, his tail quivering as he stared into the woods. His focus helped Flora find the source of the sound easier than she would have otherwise. About fifty feet into the forest, a man in a bright orange vest was lying on the fallen leaves, his body far too still.

At first, she had no idea where he had come from. Her initial crazy thought was that he had fallen from the sky, but when she looked up into the trees, she realized what she had missed before. A tree stand blind, the kind with a small, camouflaged tent high above the ground, with a black metal ladder leading down and the entire thing strapped to a tree for support. The man in the vest was laying just underneath it, which explained where he had come from at least.

Concerned, because he hadn’t so much as twitched in the long moments since she first spotted him, she hurried off the path and through the trees to check on him. Sammy pulled on the leash, in as much of a hurry to reach the man as she was.

She was only a few feet away from him when she paused again, tightening her hand around the dog’s leash to keep him from closing the last of the distance without her.

The man hadn’t just fallen. He had been shot with an arrow, which was still buried in his chest. She waited with bated breath, trying to see if he was breathing, but he remained completely still no matter how long she stared.

Sammy whined and looked up, which drew her attention back to the tree blind. She froze as completely as the man on the ground when she saw the intimidating black shape of a crossbow peeking out at her from between the blind’s flaps. She took a step back and it shifted, following her. She could see a bolt loaded into it, a bolt which was a perfect match for the one in the dead man’s chest.

Someone else was up there, and they were aiming a loaded weapon at her.

She backed up another step, then turned and ran back toward the path, tugging Sammy along behind her as fast as his little legs could go. She kept expecting to hear the crossbow go off again and feel the bolt bury itself in her back, but the shot never came. She reached the path and paused long enough to look back one last time.

The man in the orange vest was still laying on the ground, unmoving. She could still see the tree blind, now that she knew what to look for, but she could no longer see the crossbow pointing at her.

She wasn’t going to take any chances, though. Clicking her tongue to get Sammy’s attention, she hurried back down the path at a jog. By the time she returned to the parking area, her heart was pounding far more quickly than it should have been for a simple half-mile jog, and for good reason.

She was almost certain she had just witnessed a murder.


FOUR


She drove straight back to the main road after she got in the truck with Sammy. Her heart didn’t stop pounding like a wild thing in her chest until there were a couple of miles and one turn between herself and the turn-off for the state land. Even then, when she pulled over to finally call the police, she jumped at every noise and flinched every time a car drove past.

She called 911, and felt a terrible guilt when she admitted to the dispatcher she had no idea if the victim was still alive or not. She hated the thought of him lying there, hoping for help, only to see her run away as soon as she was within a few feet of him.

Logically, she knew there had been no safe way for her to check on him. It wouldn’t have done either of them any good if she had gotten shot by the crossbow man as well, and at least this way she could get emergency services out here as quickly as possible.

She told the police what turn-off she had used to enter the state land, and also told them where she was parked, and confirmed that she was safe… for now.

Twenty minutes after she got off the phone with the dispatcher, a police cruiser pulled up alongside her truck. It was a local cop, one she recognized but didn’t know by name. He rolled down his window and asked her to follow him back to the parking area she had been using when she found the body.

She felt some trepidation as she followed him, but when she saw the little parking area absolutely filled with emergency vehicles, it was clear that the person in the tree stand wasn’t going to get anywhere near her, even if they hadn’t caught him yet.

She was directed to park next to one of the other police vehicles, then was left to wait. As she looked around, she spotted Officer Hendricks talking into his radio near the trailhead.

After a moment, he turned around, spotted her truck, gestured at her to wait a moment. After ending his conversation with whoever was on the radio, he made his way over to her. She rolled down her window as he approached, and he came over to the driver’s side to talk with her.

“I’m glad you stayed in the area,” he said. “I’ve got a few questions, and this will be quicker than having you meet me at the station.”

“Did you find him?” she asked.

“We found the victim,” he told her. “We didn’t find anyone in the tree stand, however. We’re calling a team out to search the surrounding area, but I don’t have high hopes that we will be able to track the suspect down. This area is too close to too many roads, and town is just a few miles away. As long as they avoid us for long enough to get back to a busier area, even the tracking dogs won’t have an easy time of finding them.” He glanced past her at Sammy in the passenger seat and narrowed his eyes. “You aren’t thinking of tracking him down yourself, are you?”

“With Sammy?” She turned and gave the basset hound a skeptical look. “I know he’s a breed meant for tracking, but he’s about a hundred years old, and he’s not even mine. Trust me, I just want to get home safely and never have a loaded weapon pointed at my face again.”

“Don’t we all,” he muttered. “I know you already talked to the dispatcher, but can you tell me exactly what happened when you found the body? Start with when you pulled in. Was this other vehicle already here when you arrived?”

He gestured at the muscle car and she nodded. Taking her time to remember the details as clearly as possible, she told him everything that had happened in the past hour and a half. When she reached the part about hearing the shout, the sound of what must have been the crossbow going off, and the sound of someone falling, he interrupted briefly to ask if she had heard any sounds of a conversation or argument before that. She shook her head and he gestured at her to continue, only to interrupt her again a few moments later when she mentioned the crossbow bolt in the victim’s chest.

“We didn’t find a crossbow bolt when we arrived at the scene,” he told her. “The suspect must have removed it from the victim’s body before he left. Can you remember anything about it?”

She shook her head. “It was black, I think, but I don’t remember anything else. It all happened so fast.”

“Did you see anyone else while you were in the woods?”

“No. But we weren’t out here that long.”

He let out a slow sigh. She felt a little bad, though she knew it wasn’t her fault any of this had happened. Unless the car that was parked here belonged to the killer, the entire Warbler police station was looking at a long investigation to uncover a suspect that very well might kill again.

“Do me a favor, Ms. Abner, and the next time you’re out here in the woods during hunting season, wear some orange. And get some for the dog too. From the sound of it, this wasn’t an accident, but plenty of accidents do happen every year, and there’s no reason not to be careful.”

“I didn’t even realize it was hunting season,” she admitted. “Sorry. I’ll have to go buy an orange hat or a sweater or something. Though I don’t think I’ll be coming out here again for a while.”

“If we don’t catch the person who did this, a lot of people are going to be staying indoors this hunting season. I’d rather that than see them get hurt, but no one’s going to be happy about it. Go home and get some rest. I’ll call you if I need anything else. And Ms. Abner? Be careful. It sounds like whoever did this got a good look at your face.”

With that less than comforting statement, he nodded goodbye and walked away to examine the muscle car. She rolled up her window and sat there for a long moment, trying to tell herself that the killer had no reason to come after her. They might have seen her face, but she hadn’t seen them, and that was what mattered, wasn’t it?

It was small comfort, though, and finally she sighed and gave it up. No, if she was looking for comfort, she would need to do better than talking to herself in the car half a mile away from where she had found a body and nearly died herself.

Before she pulled out of the parking area, she called the hardware store’s number, using her truck’s bluetooth feature so she didn’t have to hold her phone while she drove. As the line rang, she guided her truck away from the trails and back toward town. It wasn’t long before Grady answered the call; he was much better at answering the store phone in a timely manner than his cell phone. Calling the store was the easiest way to get in touch with him when he was at work, since he tended to leave his cell phone on silent.

“Hey,” he said, apparently having recognized her number. “Is everything all right?”

She didn’t call him at work very often, not unless something came up and she needed to change their plans at the last minute. Since they didn’t have any plans today, he could probably guess that something had happened.

“Not really. I know you usually help Wade out in the afternoons, but I need to talk to you. I can be at the store in about half an hour if you’ll still be there.”

“I’ll let him know I’ll be a little late,” he said. “He won’t mind. Are you all right, though?”

“I’m not hurt,” she said. “But I’m pretty shaken up. I’ll see you soon, okay?”

“All right. And Flora, don’t worry. Whatever’s wrong, we’ll figure it out.”

She felt a little better hearing that, even though he didn’t even know what the problem was yet. It might be too late to do anything for the man who had died, but figuring out a way to keep herself safe from a crossbow-wielding killer who may or may not be after her would go a long way toward making her feel better.


FIVE


She had to go home first to drop Sammy off for the day. She got him settled in her office room with some treats and a chew toy, bribed Amaretto back inside with the treats she had picked up at the feed store the day before, then walked around her house to make sure the back door and all the windows were locked, even the ones on the second story. Afterward, she picked up her phone and opened the app for the security cameras to make sure they were both working, giving her a clear view of the back and front of the house. Finally, she went outside and locked the front door before getting in her truck, keeping her head on a swivel to make sure no one else was around.

She knew she was probably being a little too paranoid. Unless the killer in the tree blind knew her personally and already knew where she lived, there was no way for them to have tracked her down by now. Besides, they were probably still laying low, assuming the police were looking for them.

Still, she couldn’t get the chilling image of the loaded crossbow pointing down at her out of her mind. She had come close to dying today, and only now was it really hitting her.

Since Beth and Tim were gone for the week, she couldn’t ask them to keep an eye on her house, so all she could do was hope for the best as she left for the hardware store. She hadn’t been planning on stopping in today, but she really wanted to tell Grady what happened and would rather have the conversation in person than over the phone.

When she got there, she was a little surprised to see his brother Wade’s vehicle in the parking lot next to Grady’s truck. She got out of her truck and headed in, where she found the two of them talking in low voices by the register. They both looked up when the bell over the door announced her presence and she had the distinct feeling they had been talking about her.

Grady looked her up and down as if checking her for injuries, but he didn’t look much less concerned when he saw that she was well.

“Where’s Ellison?” she asked as she walked over to join them.

“He’s arranging the mums in the garden center,” Grady told her. “Are you all right? Nothing happened to anyone we know, did it? Your neighbor’s dog is doing all right?”

“He has been worrying his heart out ever since I got here,” Wade told her.

“I’m sorry, I know I’m keeping you from your job. I had hoped I’d called him in time to keep you from wasting a trip to meet him here,” she said.

“I didn’t hear my phone go off and when I got here and he told me something had happened to you, I figured I would stick around and see what all the hubbub was about.”

A little touched that he cared enough to stick around and see what was going on, she turned her attention back to Grady. “No one we know was hurt and Sammy is fine. But something happened, and I’m not quite sure how to process it. I don’t think I’ve ever been so close to seeing my life flash before my eyes.”

Taking a deep breath and keeping her voice quiet so Ellison and any customers who might be lingering in the aisles wouldn’t be able to hear her, she told them about her walk with Sammy and the crime she had witnessed in the middle of the woods. When she was done, Wade let out a low whistle and Grady came around the counter to pull her into a tight hug.

“I’m glad you got yourself out of there,” he said. “That could have turned out so much worse.”

“What did the car look like?” Wade asked.

“Huh?”

“You said there was a muscle car parked there and I can tell you that there aren’t many of those in town. Warbler’s mostly got pickups and old vans. It might be a car Grady or I would recognize.”

“It was a black muscle car, but the front doors were purple, like they were taken off of another vehicle. I didn’t get a chance to see the license plate, since it didn’t seem important when I got there and it was the last thing on my mind when I was leaving.”

“That description sure rings a bell. You mind if I use your computer to hop online and see if I can figure out why it sounds so familiar?”

“Go ahead,” she said.

He stepped up behind the computer and started tapping away on the keyboard. While he worked on tracking the car down, Grady said, “Did you recognize the person who got shot?”

She shook her head. “He had light colored hair, not bright blond but kind of a light brown. Other than that, I didn’t get a good look at him. He was wearing an orange vest, but I couldn’t tell you what else. As soon as I got close enough to see the crossbow bolt, it was all I could focus on until Sammy drew my attention to the person who was still in the blind.”

“Is it possible it was an accident? Maybe they were hunting together, and the guy’s finger slipped on the trigger or something.”

She shook her head. “I don’t think so. He reloaded the crossbow to threaten me, which doesn’t seem like something who just accidentally killed his friend would do. Besides, why would the killer flee the scene if it was an accident?”

“People will do a lot to stay out of prison,” he said. “Even if it was an accident, it would be a manslaughter charge at the very least, and that carries a hefty sentence.”

“Got it!” Wade exclaimed from behind the counter. “Thane White’s the one who owns that car. I knew I’d seen it posted online before. Looks like he bought it about a year ago, and he’s posted a few pictures of it since then. I went to high school with him, though I haven’t actually talked to him in years.”

She and Grady went around the counter to see the photos he had found online. Sure enough, Thane White’s profile had pictures of the black and purple car she had seen.

“Well, he’s not the victim,” she said, eyeing his dark hair and goatee. “I didn’t get a chance to see the person in the tree blind, though. If it was him, hopefully the police can track him down quickly.”

“They’d better find him soon,” Grady said. “You said he saw you?”

“He got a good look at me while I was walking up to the body, and then while I was standing there staring at it,” she said. “For all I know, he even saw me and Sammy walking down the path. I have no doubt that he would be able to recognize me the next time he sees me, but if he doesn’t know who I am already that won’t help him much. If he does know my name, it wouldn’t be hard for him to find out where I live.”

“Maybe one of us should stay with you,” Grady said. “Me or Violet. I’m worried he’ll come after you.”

“I’m worried about that too, but I’ve been trying to tell myself he has no reason to hunt me down. I didn’t see anything except his crossbow, and it’s not like I know enough about crossbows to be able to use that to identify him. They all look the same to me.”

“He might not know that,” Grady said. “For all he knows, you could have gotten a good look at his face before you took off.”

She groaned. “Not reassuring, Grady. Wade, did Thane seem like the sort of person to shoot a man point-blank with the crossbow when you knew him in high school? If it’s him, all the police have to do is run the car’s license plate and they’ll have him, so I probably don’t have much to worry about.”

“Sorry, but I don’t know what to tell you. I barely remember the guy. High school was a long time ago. I guess he was normal enough back then but for all I know, he’s gone off the deep end in the years since.”

Great. She would just have to hope the police found the killer before he found her. And in the meantime…

“Would you mind coming over tonight?” she asked Grady. “I don’t know whether I should be worried about the crossbow guy coming after me or not, but I know I’m not going to get a wink of sleep if I think every noise I hear might be him.”

“I’m happy to keep you company,” he said. “Just let me know what time you’re going to get back home. Are you still going to the yellow house this afternoon to work on the floors?”

“I think so, but I’m going to swing by Wyatt and Willow’s house to chat with them first. They’re almost always home, so I’ll ask them to let me know if they see a psycho with a crossbow coming down the street.”

Grady let her go reluctantly. She kissed his cheek goodbye, waved at Wade, and called out a farewell to Ellison before she left the store.

If someone was looking for her, and knew who she was, they would probably check the hardware store first, then the farmhouse. Most people didn’t know about the yellow house, however. It wasn’t the address on any of her mail, and only her friends knew she had bought it. She should be safe there for now, but she would have to go home eventually, and sooner or later, she would have to be alone.

She had never realized just how dangerous being a witness could be.


SIX


The rest of Thursday went by without any crossbow wielding maniacs knocking down her door. She went for another walk with Sammy on Friday morning, this time just up and down the road in front of her house, with Grady accompanying her. His shift at the hardware store wasn’t until the afternoon, so after the walk she left him in her house to entertain the animals – or rather, try to convince Amaretto that Sammy was friend and not foe – while she drove into town to wait at the yellow house for the water heater and furnace install teams to arrive.

Both companies had given her a range of times their employees might show up to start the job, and it looked like neither of them were going to get an early start today. She had plenty of time to spread out protective plastic over the newly installed floor in the living room and tidy up a little to give them a clear shot between the front door and the laundry room, where both of the appliances were going to be installed.

Once she was done with all of that, she found herself at loose ends. She didn’t want to wait around and do nothing, but she also didn’t want to start installing more flooring until she had a chance to talk to the installation teams and make sure she wouldn’t be in their way. She decided to go outside and see what she could get done on the garage.

The previous owner had left decades worth of junk in the garage. She could just rent a dumpster and throw it all away, but not all of it was trash and in her and Grady’s preliminary exploration of the cluttered building, she had spotted some old pieces of furniture that looked like they might be worth saving.

Those were near the back of the garage, though, and it was absolutely packed full of stuff. As soon as she got the big garage door open – which was a task in and of itself, since it didn’t have any springs – her determination faltered slightly. She had forgotten just what a big task it was going to be. It was a lot more satisfying to fix up the house bit by bit than it was to dig through someone else’s forgotten junk.

But she had to start somewhere, and she might as well start today.

She cracked her knuckles, then put her hands on her hips and narrowed her eyes at the messy garage. Organizing the place seemed like a good way to start. She could separate everything out into separate piles – one for garbage, one for things to give to charity, and another for things she wanted to keep or sell. Once she started, she was sure she would discover it wasn’t as bad as it seemed.

She ended up working on the garage all day, except for a short break when first the furnace guys showed up, then when the water heater team arrived. After greeting them and giving them a brief tour of the house, she let them focus on their jobs while she focused on hers.

It was a long day, and as afternoon turned into evening, she began to worry she wouldn’t make it home in time for the bonfire she and her friends had planned for tonight. The furnace company was still there even after it got dark out, so she sent a quick text to the group message she shared with Grady, Violet, and Sydney to let them know they could go ahead and go to her house to get the fire started, and she would be there as soon as she could. Both Violet and Grady had a key to her house, and she was sure that between the three of them they would be able to figure out where everything was if they wanted to start grilling.

It wasn’t too long after that, that the two men who had been working on the furnace installation found her where she was sweeping some dust and old leaves out of the space she had managed to clear in the garage and told her they were done. It took another half an hour after that for them to walk her through the warranties, show her that the furnace worked, and then for her to sign all of the papers they put in front of her to confirm they had done the job she hired them to do.

Finally, the house had working heat and hot water. Once she got the last few fixtures hooked up to the water lines, there would be nothing keeping her from spending a night or two there every week, if she wanted. At least, not during the cooler months. She was still planning on purchasing an air conditioning unit, but that could wait until spring, and depended on what deals she could find. It might be more cost effective to just buy a couple of window units and call it good, but either way, some form of air conditioning was a must for Kentucky in the summer.

She took a moment to savor the feeling of progress before she jumped into action; grabbing her things, locking up the house, and closing the garage before she got into her truck and headed for home.

She was late, but it didn’t matter as much as it might have since her friends were comfortable enough to make themselves at home at her house, even without her there. She saw the glow of the fire as she pulled into her driveway and didn’t even bother going inside before she walked around the back of the house. The bonfire was flickering merrily, casting leaping and jumping shadows of the four camp chairs her friends had set up in a half-moon around it. Sammy was on his leash next to Grady’s seat, which she was glad for – she had felt bad at the thought of him locked up alone in the office room all day. Someone had brought out a folding table to hold all of the food. They had already grilled, but, if the aluminum foil that covered all of the dishes was any indication, had held off on eating until she got there.

Violet was the one to spot her first. Her friend rose from her seat and waved with the hand that wasn’t holding a drink. Flora hurried over to join them, greeting Grady and Violet with hugs and Sydney with a smile. He smiled back at her, but the expression seemed a little more subdued than usual.

“Is everything all right?” she asked. “Sorry I’m so late. The furnace installation took a lot longer than I expected, but it’s done now, which is a huge relief.”

“Everything’s fine here, but Sydney got some sad news just before we met up to come over,” Violet said.

Flora’s heart sank. She still needed to tell Violet and Sydney about what she had seen in the woods, and had been planning on doing it during the bonfire tonight, but if he was already feeling down, maybe she should hold off. It wasn’t exactly a happy story.

“I hope it’s nothing too bad,” Grady said.

“Thanks,” Sydney said. “I just found out a few hours ago that one of my old coworkers died in a hunting accident. It’s been a few years since I worked with him, but he still stopped in a lot since he’s friends with one of my other coworkers, so I knew him pretty well.”

Flora froze, only moving her eyes to glance at Grady. He met her gaze and she felt a shared thought pass between them.

Warbler was a small town. Just how likely was it that two people had died in hunting accidents in the past day? Maybe she shouldn’t wait to share her news after all.

“I’m so sorry, Sydney,” she said. “I know this probably isn’t something you want to talk about right now, but I… I have to ask. Who was it? Something happened yesterday morning that I’ve been waiting to tell you and Violet about until we got together in person, and I think it might be connected to this.”

“His name was Simon Ferber,” Sydney told her. “I don’t think you ever met him. He got fired a couple of months before you moved here. I never found out why, because he was a good employee from what I could tell.”

“Do you think you could find a picture of him?”

He looked puzzled, but took out his phone and spent a few moments tapping on the screen. Finally, he held it out to her and she found herself looking at Simon Ferber’s social media profile.

She had thought she hadn’t gotten a good look at the victim. So much had happened all at once, and she hadn’t realized she had seen anything beyond an orange vest and light brown hair, but the second she saw his face, smiling and happy in his profile picture, she knew she was looking at the man whose murder she had witnessed.

She handed the phone back to Sydney, her hands shaking. “I witnessed his death yesterday morning,” she said, not sure if there was a way to approach something like this delicately. “I was out in the woods with Sammy, when I saw it happen. And it wasn’t an accident.”

Violet gave her a wide-eyed look, and Sydney’s expression shifted from shock to puzzlement.

“What happened, exactly?” he asked her.

After a brief pause while she took her seat and said hello to Sammy, who had finally noticed that she was there, she told him her story. She started with taking Sammy on a walk and ended it with her description of the car that Wade had figured out belonged to a man named Thane White.

“I know Thane,” Sydney said. “Not very well, but well enough to know he was a close friend of Simon’s. He used to come into the store and chat for a while whenever Simon was working.”

“Do you think he could have committed the murder?” she asked.

Sydney hesitated. “I don’t know. It sounds open and shut to me, but like I said, they were friends. I only heard about what happened to Simon through the grapevine, so maybe whoever killed him has already been arrested. I’ll try looking Thane up to see if anyone is talking about him.”

But when they searched Thane White’s name online, nothing came up except for his profile, which was set to private. Surely, if he had been arrested under suspicion of murder, someone in Warbler’s close-knit online community would have said something about it. Further searching about Simon didn’t turn up anything either, except for a smattering of posts offering their condolences to his family.

Flora’s stomach twisted uneasily. She hadn’t expected Sydney to know the man who died. It made the murder seem all that more real to her – and considering that she’d had a loaded crossbow pointed at her face, it already felt very real indeed.


SEVEN


Despite the somber conversation, the bonfire with her friends felt like a balm to Flora’s soul. They stayed up late, and eventually even Sydney laughed and chatted along with the rest of them, though she could tell Simon’s death was bothering him. It bothered her too.

She slept in the next morning, only dragging herself out of bed as early as she did because she knew Sammy was used to waking up at the crack of dawn with Beth, who was the earliest riser she knew. She took him on a short walk along the path through the woods behind her house so he could do his business. When she reentered her house through the back door, Amaretto jumped up on the counter – where she wasn’t allowed – but didn’t go further than that, seemingly content to just sit there and stare at the dog like he was something Flora had scraped off her boot.

It was progress, so Flora decided to ignore the counter issue for now. She fed the animals their breakfasts and turned on the coffee maker, then checked her phone.

There was a text message from Sydney, which wasn’t exactly surprising. She assumed he wanted to talk more about his friend’s death, and sure enough, she was right.

I understand if you don’t want anything else to do with all of this, but I need to know what happened to Simon. I sent a message to Thane and he agreed to meet me later today. Since you’re already involved I thought I would see if you wanted to come as well.

She bit her lip as she read the message through a second time. If Thane was the killer and had somehow avoided police scrutiny, he was bound to recognize Flora as the only witness to his crime when he saw her. But then, if he was the killer, she couldn’t very well let Sydney meet him alone. And she couldn’t exactly ask him not to do this, not when she knew she would be doing the exact same thing if Simon was someone she had known for years.

So, after only a brief consideration, she responded, telling him she would be glad to come along if he let her know when and where.

The where was the park in town, and the when turned out to be just after lunch. It was late morning already, so Flora had just enough time to go through her normal routine before heading to town, though she turned right at the main intersection instead of left like she normally would if she was going to work on the yellow house.

The park they were meeting Thane at was small and moderately busy, right in the center of town. It was nothing like the rural, secluded path she had been on when she witnessed the murder. It was public with a lot of visibility, and only a few blocks from the police station — all facts she found reassuring.

Sydney was already in the parking lot, so she parked her truck next to him. They got out of their vehicles and paused for a quick huddle. Flora wasn’t having doubts, exactly, but she was feeling cautious.

“On a scale of one to ten, how murdery would you say Thane seemed the last few times you saw him?”

“Like, a four? Maybe a five? He’s got a goatee, and I always thought those looked a little villainous.”

“I guess it could be worse,” she said. They were already committed now, anyway.

Thane, it turned out, was already there. Sydney had spotted him while he was waiting for her, and now he led the way across the park to a bench occupied by a man Flora had never met in person, for all that she recognized him immediately. Just like in his profile picture, Thane had dark hair and a neatly trimmed goatee. Even though he was sitting, he looked tall and lanky. She tried to imagine him crouched in the tree blind, aiming a crossbow at her face, and could almost imagine it.

Still, some of her tension faded when he didn’t seem to recognize her. He stood up to shake Sydney’s hand and give her a polite greeting. Sydney introduced her as his friend, and made no mention of the fact that she was the one who found Simon’s body.

“Thanks for agreeing to meet me,” Sydney said. “I know you don’t have any reason to talk to me, but what happened to Simon has really been bothering me. I heard his death wasn’t an accident after all, and I remembered the two of you were close. I thought you might know more about what happened.”

“I know he kept up with you guys at the feed store, so I get why you want to know what happened to him,” Thane said. “I can tell you right now that I don’t know more than anyone else, though. I’ve already spoken to the police extensively, and let me tell you, that was a fun few hours. I sold Simon a car about a month ago and it turned out he hadn’t put the thing under his name yet, so when they ran the plates it came up as still belonging to me. I guess they thought I killed him or something. Anyway, I can confirm his death probably wasn’t an accident, but I don’t think anyone knows much more than that, even the police.”

Flora tried to keep her eyebrows from shooting up. He had sold the car to Simon? If he had proof of that, it would explain why he hadn’t been taken into custody despite his vehicle being found at the scene of the crime.

“Do you know anyone who would want to hurt him?” Sydney asked. “If he had any enemies, he never mentioned them when he stopped in to chat at the feed store.”

Thane hesitated. It was just for a second, but Flora caught the way he opened his mouth and then closed it again before saying, “Look, I’ll tell you the same thing I told the police. Simon and I weren’t exactly friends anymore. We had a falling out about a week after I sold him that car. I don’t know what he got up to between then and his death. I’m sorry about what happened to him and I have a lot of things I wish I could’ve said to him first – we’ve been friends since we were in kindergarten together, and I never thought some of my last words to him would be an argument – but I don’t have the answers either. I was hoping you might know more than I did.”

“What was your falling out over?” Flora asked, finally seeing a chance to chime in. She tried and failed to imagine what would cause such old friends to fight.

Thane glanced down at his phone suddenly instead of answering her. “I’m sorry, I wish we could talk more, but I’ve really got to get to work. I thought I’d do you a favor and meet for a quick discussion since I knew he was still buddies with all of you at the feed store, but I can’t afford to be late. Shoot me a message if you hear what happened, since I’d really like to know.”

With that, he nodded in farewell and started down the path away from them. Flora and Sydney watched him go before exchanging an uncertain glance.

“Did he seem like he was hiding something, or am I going crazy?” she asked.

Sydney nodded, his jaw clenched. “Definitely. I don’t think there’s any way to figure out what, though. It’s obvious he doesn’t want to talk about it.”

“You said Simon had a friend who still works at the feed store, right? Maybe he knows what their fight was about.”

Sydney nodded slowly. “He took some time off work when he heard the news, but he might be back today. I’d like to talk to my boss too, I think. Like I said before, I never knew why Simon got fired. Maybe he was into something dangerous, like drugs, and it finally caught up to him. I don’t have a shift today, but there’s no reason I can’t stop in. Do you want to come with me? I know you like this crime solving stuff, and it’s a lot easier to ask all these questions with someone else with me.”

“Sure,” Flora said. “I feel invested in this already, and besides, I want to figure out what happened for my own safety. I don’t like the thought that the killer might know who I am, but I have no idea who they are.”

Sure, technically she should be working on the yellow house right now, but an extra hour or two wouldn’t hurt anything, and if she could get a step ahead of the maniac with a crossbow, it very well might save her life.


EIGHT


Plagued by the lingering feeling that she was procrastinating, Flora got back into her truck and followed Sydney to the feed store. It was a weekend, and the parking lot was busier than usual. A trailer with a working smoker in it was parked along the back edge of the lot, and someone had set up a small tent and a table to sell pulled pork sandwiches from. Flora made a mental note to swing by and grab one of those before she headed to the yellow house for the day.

She rejoined Sydney in the parking lot and walked inside the store with him. He steered them toward the register, where there was a sizable line. She spotted Jaxon behind the counter, which was a relief since it meant their trip here wouldn’t be in vain, even if Sydney’s boss wasn’t here today. If they were lucky, he would be able to answer all of their questions about Simon.

Instead of getting into line, Sydney just walked around behind the counter and joined his coworker there. Flora hesitated but followed when Sydney gestured to her. Jaxon looked over at them and raised an eyebrow, his gaze lingering on Flora in a manner that told her he wasn’t used to customers walking behind the counter all willy-nilly, though he was too busy to say anything.

When it became evident the line wasn’t going to shrink without some help, Sydney logged into one of the other computers and opened his own register, which sped things along a little. Before too long, they had cleared the backup of customers and finally had a chance to talk.

“Not that I don’t appreciate the help,” Jaxon said. “But you weren’t supposed to work today, were you? And what’s with her? I thought you were dating someone else.” He nodded at Flora.

“She’s a friend,” Sydney said. “We came in to see if Bill was here. Is he working today?”

“He is here, but he’s out back by the lumber. That couple he’s always going above and beyond for want to make a new wheelchair ramp for the wife.”

“Did you just get here?” Sydney asked. “The morning shift should be almost over by now.”

“My shift ends in ten minutes. Sylvia just got here, but some guy came in wanting a bunch of refills for his propane tanks, so she’s outside dealing with that and I’m stuck here until one of them gets back inside the store.” He sounded irritated. “What do you want to see him for, anyway? You’re not quitting, are you? You’re the only one who’s been here as long as me. I don’t want to have to train someone new.”

“I’m not going to quit,” Sydney said. “I wanted to ask him about Simon. Ever since you told me what happened, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about him and I realized I never found out why he got fired. Bill refused to talk about it back then. I talked to a friend of his and it sounded like he might have been going through something in the weeks before his death. I’m starting to wonder if he was involved in something illegal.”

“I don’t see what that has to do with a hunting accident,” Jaxon said dismissively.

“I’m not so sure it was an accident,” Sydney replied. “I know you two were friends. He didn’t mention any problems he was having?”

Jaxon shook his head. “No, he didn’t. I don’t think anything was going on. Sometimes people just die, and there’s no big conspiracy.”

Sydney frowned, but before he could respond, the sliding doors opened and admitted a middle-aged man with a shiny, balding head, followed by two customers Flora recognized; the woman in the wheelchair, whose Chihuahua was on her lap again, and her husband, who had on a camouflage jacket and a bright orange hat – Mr. and Mrs. Scott. She figured the balding man must be Sydney and Jaxon’s boss, since when they reached the counter, he handed a notepad over to Jaxon and said, “Ring this list up for them and give them their normal discount. Then you’re free to go. I’ll take over at the counter until Sylvia is done.” He glanced at Sydney as if just realizing he was there. “Wait, are you working today?”

“No, I’m not. I was hoping to talk to you for a minute.”

“You can wait in my office if you want. I’ve got to tie down the lumber in the Scotts’ trailer for them, then work the register until Sylvia’s back inside.”

“That’s fine, we’ll wait,” Sydney said.

He nodded goodbye to Jaxon, who was ringing up the list of purchases for the Scotts, and led Flora around the counter. She was walking past the woman in the wheelchair when the Chihuahua jumped down and sniffed at her ankles.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” the woman said. “Fig’s very friendly, but he’s not supposed to approach people unless I say so. You must have a dog, he can always tell.”

“I’m watching my neighbor’s dog,” Flora explained. She crouched down and held out her hand to the little Chihuahua, who sniffed her delicately.

“Would you mind lifting him back onto my lap? Normally I would ask Edward, but he’s busy paying, and I don’t want to interrupt him while he’s counting out the bills.”

Flora complied, easily scooping the tiny dog up and setting him on the woman’s lap. “There you go.”

“Thank you, dear. My name is Marissa, by the way.”

“I’m Flora,” Flora said, as she shook the woman’s proffered hand.

“Well, it was very kind of you to help me, Flora. I’ve had the privilege of meeting a great many kind people since my accident. I suppose there is a silver lining in everything. You have a good day, now.”

“You too,” Flora said, then turned to catch up with Sydney.

They waited in his boss’s office for about ten minutes, until finally the man came in. He didn’t seem to notice them at first, and lifted his shirt to wipe sweat from his brow before he spotted them.

“Shoot, you startled me. I don’t have long, it’s just Sylvia out there and today’s a busy day. What’s going on, Sydney?”

“It’s about Simon. I think he may have been involved in something that led to his… accident, and I’ve been wondering, what happened when you fired him? I never got the full story. All I know is he was here one day and gone the next.”

Bill sat down in the chair behind his desk with a heavy sigh. “I suppose I never told you, did I? Well, all right. I’ll tell you and your friend, but only if you keep it quiet. I never had any proof when it happened, and I have even less now and don’t want to get sued by his family.”

“What happened?” Flora asked.

“Well, it’s about the Scotts,” Bill said. “I don’t know if either of you heard what happened to them. It was about four years ago now. Marissa was napping upstairs in the middle of the day when two men in masks broke through the back door. She heard them when they went upstairs, and she ended up getting pushed down the stairs in an altercation when she confronted them, which is how she got paralyzed.”

“Wow,” Flora said quietly. “That had to have been horrible.”

He nodded. “I was already friends with Edward at the time it happened, and when he called to tell me what had happened, he mentioned a few of the things the burglars stole, including a very particular wristwatch… which Simon was wearing the next time he came in to work. He also had a few bruises he didn’t have the last time I saw him. When I asked him about it, he got real shifty. I called the police but nothing ever came of it. I think I messed up by confronting him myself first, because they never even found the watch on him. He must have gotten rid of it. I couldn’t shake the feeling that he was involved. That’s why I ended up letting him go. It never stopped bothering me — that’s why the Scotts have a permanent discount here. I can never make what happened right, but I can do my best to help.”

Flora exchanged a look with Sydney. So Simon had been involved in something less than legal, at least according to Bill, and she didn’t have any reason to doubt him. But did that have anything to do with his death? If he had been killed right after the attack on Marissa Scott, she might have thought Edward or someone else was getting revenge, but four years was a long time.

“Did you ever find out who his partner was?” she asked.

“No, neither of them were ever caught, but Simon had no shortage of friends. Who knows if the truth will ever come out now that he’s passed on.”

Bill glanced at the clock and declared he had to get back to work, so she and Sydney said their goodbyes. It was a busy day, and they didn’t want to keep him any longer. Plus, he had already been more helpful than she had dared hope.

“Thanks for coming with me today,” Sydney said once they were out of the store. “I’m going to swing by Violet Delights and tell Violet what we found out. Do you want to come along?”

“As tempting as it is, I’ve really got to get to work,” Flora said. “Let me know if you find anything else out, though, and I’ll do the same. I’ll look the Scotts up online and see if I can find any news articles about the break-in.”

“Do you think the person who killed Simon was the same one who was with him at the break-in?” Sydney asked. “Assuming Bill is right about that, of course.”

“I don’t know. It seems possible. Maybe Simon was planning on confessing, and his partner didn’t want that.”

She thought about the falling out Thane said he and Simon had in the weeks before Simon’s death, and then how suddenly he remembered he had to go to work when she asked for details. Had he been involved?

Maybe, but she had no proof. She said goodbye to Sydney and got into her truck, her mind on the growing mystery surrounding Simon — a man she had never met, at least not while he was alive.

She was so distracted by her thoughts that she was only a block away from the yellow house when she realized the white coupe behind her had followed her all the way from the feed store. A surge of paranoia welled up inside her. Was someone tailing her, or was it just a coincidence.

When she reached the yellow house, she pulled up along the curb instead of pulling into the driveway, so she wouldn’t be boxed in if they parked behind her. The coupe drove on past her, and she waited until it turned at the end of the block before she let out a sigh of relief.

She was getting jumpy. Maybe it was time for her to take a step back from Simon’s murder and focus on her actual job — which was fixing up the yellow house, not solving crimes.


NINE


The weekend passed all too quickly. Sundays were her one day off a week, and she spent the day lazing around her house with Amaretto and Sammy, alternately bribing the cat to come ever closer to the dog with the gratuitous use of treats and trying to teach the dog some new tricks.

She succeeded in teaching him to paw at her hand when she offered it, though it wasn’t quite as suave as she thought “shake” should be. She also succeeded in not dwelling on Simon’s death overly much. Instead, she focused her energy on revising her to-do list for the yellow house and double checking that she was on-track, both when it came to progress and finances.

By the time Monday rolled around, she felt refreshed and ready to get back to work. She took Sammy on his morning walk, spent a few minutes playing with Amaretto, then headed into town, having skipped her morning coffee. While she didn’t get a latte at Violet Delights every day, she usually caved to the temptation on Mondays.

Violet knew to expect her and greeted Flora with a welcoming smile and a silent twitch of her eyebrows, to which Flora nodded. It was a silent conversation they’d had countless times over the years; Violet asking Flora if she wanted her regular.

Flora liked all of the drinks she had tried at the coffee shop, but the white chocolate caramel latte was what she kept coming back to, and these days she usually only broke from the habit if Violet had a new special that she liked the sound of.

Even though Flora had to wait in line — she wasn’t the only one who was partial to a pick-me-up of sugar and caffeine on Monday mornings — by the time she reached the register, Violet was just putting the finishing touches on her drink.

There wasn’t much time to talk, since a few more people had already joined the line behind Flora, but they exchanged a few words while Flora paid, and promised to meet for a late lunch tomorrow to catch up on how each other’s weekends had gone.

Cheered by the conversation, however brief, with her friend, Flora wrapped her fingers around her warm cup of coffee and carefully navigated past the line of customers toward the door, only to pause a few steps away when the door opened to admit a man she had thought about far too much this weekend.

Thane White.

He recognized her just moments after she recognized him, and there was a brief, awkward stare-off as they both tried to decide what to do. Thane was the one who reacted first; he moved away from the line and came over to her. Flora wasn’t sure if this was a good or a bad thing — he was a potential crossbow-wielding murderer, but if he wasn’t, then he might have answers she couldn’t get anywhere else.

And as much as she had been trying to push Simon out of her mind, her desire to get to the truth of what happened to him hadn’t faded in the slightest. She had seen a man die. That sort of thing stuck with her.

“Hey. It’s Flora, right?” Thane asked when he reached her.

“Right. Sorry if Sydney and I drove you off the other day. It’s probably hard for you to talk about Simon.”

“No. I mean, it is, but it wasn’t that. I…” He hesitated, looking around the busy coffee shop. “Look, I want to talk, but not around all of these people. Could we go somewhere more private?”

She hesitated. The curious part of her wanted to agree, but she wasn’t completely insane. She had just been thinking he might be a murderer, for goodness sakes.

“That corner table looks pretty private,” she said after just a moment too long. Thane gave it an uncertain glance, but acquiesced.

“If you’re willing to wait, I’d like to grab a drink first.”

She nodded and headed over to the table to claim it while he got in line. While she waited, she sipped her coffee and sent surreptitious glances toward Thane. Violet caught her eye and raised her eyebrows in a silent question, looking between her and him. Flora tapped her wrist where a watch would be if she was wearing one, hoping her message was clear; she would tell Violet later. Violet already knew Thane’s name, but she probably didn’t recognize him in person, since she hadn’t been with Flora when Wade pulled up his profile, or when she and Sydney talked to him in the park.

After a short wait, Thane got his coffee and joined her at the table. He looked like he had swallowed a lemon, but she wasn’t sure why, since he was the one who had asked to talk to her this time.

He sat across from her and fiddled with his coffee for a moment, making sure the lid was tight, before he finally sighed and said, “I’d like to confess something I’ve spent the last few weeks feeling guilty about. I know I should have done something differently, but I’m not sure what.”

Confess something? A thrill of apprehension went through Flora, until she realized a timeline of a few weeks was far too long for it to be Simon’s murder.

“What is it?” she asked. She also wanted to ask why her, but she didn’t want to risk getting sidetracked.

“First, you need to understand how close Simon and I were. He was like my brother. We grew up together. We’ve been roommates on and off since we turned eighteen, and he was living with me up until our fight a few weeks before he died, when he moved in with a coworker of his. He had trouble keeping a job after he got fired from the feed store, so I always helped him out when I could — I sold him that car for just a few hundred bucks, for example, when it was worth a lot more.”

“All right…” she said slowly.

“I’m telling you this so when I say what I’m about to tell you, you understand why I did what I did. He might not have been related to me, but he was my brother, darn it, and I was used to doing what I could to protect him.”

“What happened?” she asked.

He took a deep breath. “He told me something one evening. I’m not sure what brought it up that particular evening — maybe he saw her out in town somewhere, or maybe it had been bothering him. But he told me a few years ago he had been involved with a break-in and it went wrong, and a woman ended up paralyzed from the waist down. She tried to chase him out and he pushed her down the stairs and just left her there until her husband got there and chased him out.”

It wasn’t a surprise, of course, just confirmation of something she had already suspected, thanks to Bill. He must have noticed her lack of reaction because after a moment, he frowned.

“Did you already know about that?” he asked.

She still wasn’t sure how much she trusted Thane, so she didn’t want to bring Sydney and Bill into it more than she had to. “Someone else mentioned it to me,” she said. “They weren’t certain he was involved, but it sounds like they were right.”

She hadn’t known the details, either. Edward had come home while the break-in was still happening? Bill had left that part out, or maybe he just didn’t know. Her heart broke at the thought of Marissa lying there, hurt, while the burglars ransacked her house.

He sighed and turned his coffee cup around, looking down at it as if it was the most interesting thing in the world. “I tried to convince him to turn himself in. I mean, he wrecked a woman’s life. That’s just not right. I figured it might make her feel at least a little better to know the person who did it was behind bars. That was what our fight was about. He said it wouldn’t change anything, and he didn’t want to throw his life away over it. I told him he wasn’t the person I thought he was, and that he wasn’t welcome in my house anymore.”

“You didn’t contact the police?”

He pressed his lips together and wouldn’t meet her eyes. “I thought I’d be able to convince him to turn himself in. I thought it’d be better that way, you know? And… I admit, the thought of calling the police on a man I considered my brother just didn’t sit right with me. I regret it now. Both wasting so much time and effort on a friendship with someone I can see now wasn’t the person I thought he was and hadn’t been for a long time, and not involving the authorities. Maybe they would have arrested him if I had… but maybe if they had arrested him, he would still be alive.”

“What are you going to do now?” she asked gently. It was evident that this was eating him up. Maybe he would feel better now that he had finally gotten it out.

“I’ll go to the police with what he told me, but not until after the funeral,” he told her. “I want to give his family a chance to grieve first.”

That seemed reasonable to her. It had to be a complicated situation for him, and once Simon’s loved ones learned of his crime, it would become complicated for them too. Another week or two wouldn’t hurt Marissa, and it might help the innocent people who were impacted by Simon’s death begin to heal.

“Thank you for telling me,” she said. “I understand why you want to wait, and I won’t spread the information around.”

“Thank you,” he said. “I know he wasn’t the person I thought he was… but it’s still hard to know he’s gone. I hope the cops catch whoever killed him. He deserved a chance to make up for what he did, and now he’ll never get it.”

By the time Flora left the coffee shop, all her good humor from earlier was gone, and she was becoming more and more convinced that Simon’s death had something to do with what happened to Marissa four years ago. She drained the last of her lukewarm latte as she pulled into the driveway of the yellow house and got out of the truck, distracted enough that she spent a moment looking around for her dumpster to throw the cup away in before she remembered she didn’t have any garbage service at this house.

She tossed the empty coffee cup back into the cab of her truck and went inside. She tried to get into the correct mindset for flooring, but she measured and cut the vinyl floorboards wrong twice and finally had to admit to herself that she needed to figure out what the next step was in solving Simon’s murder first.

Everything seemed to come back to Marissa Scott, so she decided to start there. It was easy to find the woman’s social media profile, and after a moment’s thought, she sent a message re-introducing herself and asking if Marissa would be willing to meet her wherever was convenient later this evening for a walk with their dogs and a chat. She hesitated before sending it, wondering if it was insensitive to ask a woman in a wheelchair to go on a walk with her, but she couldn’t think of a better way to phrase it that wouldn’t sound patronizing, so she went ahead and sent it.

Just minutes later, her phone chimed with Marissa’s response — an agreement to meet her in the park in town at seven o’clock, the same park she and Sydney had met Thane at. The deadline succeeded in lighting a fire under her, and she finally managed to put thoughts of Simon’s murder out of her mind and focus on the floorboards.
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She left the yellow house at six, exhausted from the long day but still more than ready for her chat with Marissa, and as soon as she sat down in her truck, her phone chimed with a message from Sydney.

Jaxon thinks he might have more info on Simon. Meet at the feed store at 7? He’s going to help me close, then we’ll chat.

She felt a pang. She wanted to go, but she already had a commitment, so she said as much in her response to him and then tossed her phone onto the passenger seat and turned her truck’s engine on. With an hour to go before their meeting, she had plenty of time to head home, take a quick shower and get changed into clothes she hadn’t been working in all day, and get Sammy.

Half an hour later when she was lifting the Basset hound into her truck’s passenger seat, she realized she was going to miss him when Beth and Tim got back from their trip and he went home to his owners. Sure, having him around meant extra work for her to do, but she liked his perpetually chill and happy personality, and how he was always so content to do whatever she wanted to do. Not that she didn’t love Amaretto, of course, but the cat enjoyed being contrary, so it was a different sort of relationship.

She cracked the window for him to poke his snout out of as she drove into town. It was well and truly evening, but there was still an hour or so left before it got truly dark. She wasn’t planning on being here that long, though she still wished she had thought to bring a flash light. Oh well, her phone would work in a pinch, and she was pretty sure this park had lights along the path. She had never been here so late in the evening before.

After parking in the same lot she and Sydney had parked in when they met Thane here, she got Sammy out and walked over to the closest bench. Before sitting down, she looked around, but it didn’t seem like Marissa was here yet. A glance at her phone told her she was a few minutes early, so she took a seat to wait with Sammy sniffing contentedly at the grass beside her.

A white coupe pulled into the parking lot a moment later. She eyed it, but it didn’t seem like the kind of vehicle the Scotts would drive — she doubted it could fit Marissa’s wheelchair, for one. Something about it struck a chord of recognition in her, but she wasn’t sure why.

She had dismissed the vehicle and resumed watching the turn-in to the parking lot for the Scotts, so she didn’t notice that the person who had gotten out of the white coupe was approaching her until he was just a few yards away and Sammy paused in his examination of the grass to look up at him.

When she realized just how close the person was, she nearly jumped out of her skin, though she relaxed slightly when she saw that it was Jaxon. Unbidden, she suddenly remembered where she had seen that coupe before. Hadn’t a white coupe followed her from the feed store to the yellow house the other day?

“Sorry for startling you,” he said, raising his hands. “I thought you saw me. I spotted your truck and thought I’d see if you wanted to come to the feed store. Sydney’s closing right now, and I told him I’d see him there in a few minutes; I think I know more about what happened to Simon.”

That must be what the message Sydney had sent her was about. She felt a pang, but she was already committed to this. “I’m meeting someone here for a walk with the dogs,” she said. “I can’t cancel, but I don’t think it will take too long. I can come to the feed store afterward, if you think you’ll still be there.”

“How long do you think it will take you?”

“Less than an hour,” she guessed.

“Sure, that works. I’ll see if Sydney wants to get some extra work done while we wait; we have to do inventory this week anyway.”

They said their goodbyes and he went back to his car. Just as he was pulling out of his spot, a minivan turned in to the parking lot. She guessed right away that it belonged to the Scotts, even before she spotted the handicap tag on the rearview mirror.

Sure enough, Edward got out of the driver’s seat after he parked. He spotted her as she rose to her feet and waved before he walked around to the side of the van. The sliding side door opened automatically — rather, Marissa must have pressed a button — and a platform lowered the woman and her wheelchair out of the van. The little chihuahua, Fig, was on her lap but she lowered him to the ground before wheeling over to where Flora and Sammy were. Edward closed up the van and followed.

Flora and Marissa watched in silence as the two dogs sniffed and greeted each other before they said anything. Once the dogs seemed comfortable with each other, Flora smiled at Marissa.

“Thanks for meeting me here.”

“Of course. I was happy to see your message. Poor Fig doesn’t have very many doggy friends of his own.”

“Well, like I said, I’m only watching Sammy for my neighbor. She doesn’t drive, but I’m sure we could figure something out if it seems like they would like more playdates.”

“That would be lovely. Let me introduce you to my husband. Edward, come over here. This is Flora, the woman who helped me with Fig at the feed store. Flora, this is Edward, my dear husband. We’ve been married for forty-one years, and I don’t know what I would do without him.”

Flora shook Edward’s hand. Once the pleasantries were done, they set off down the path with the dogs walking next to each other. Between Sammy’s stubby legs and Fig’s overall tiny stature, neither of them walked particularly fast, but that just made them a good match for each other.

“Marissa, I have to admit, I did have a reason for asking you to meet me here other than just going on a walk. If you don’t want to answer any of my questions, that’s fine, of course. We can just enjoy the nice walk like you were probably planning. But… well, it’s sort of a sensitive topic. I’m not sure how to bring it up.”

“Is it about why I’m in a wheelchair?” she asked. When Flora gave her a surprised look, the older woman smiled. “Dear, unless you’re a long-lost child I never knew I had — which is quite impossible — there aren’t very many options for sensitive topics complete strangers would want to discuss with me. I’m completely comfortable talking about it. What do you want to know?”

“Well… I guess I should start with something that happened to me last week.” She brought up witnessing the murder, though she left Simon’s name out of it, and glossed over her amateur investigations over the past few days. “I’m almost certain the man who died was the one responsible for the break-in that left you injured,” she ended with. Behind her, Edward gave a quiet grunt that sounded like surprise. “And I was wondering if you could tell me any details about that day. There were two people, right?”

Marissa nodded slowly as she wheeled herself along. “Well, I can’t say that’s what I expected to hear, but you’re correct. There were two men. I’m certain they were both men, though they were wearing baggy black sweatshirts and those ski-masks like you see in movies about bank robberies. They didn’t say a word, not once. They seemed to know each other very well. One of them hesitated when I fell down the stairs, and I thought he was going to help me, but then he turned away.” She shook her head. “I will never understand what path led them to their actions that day. If what you say is true… I don’t know how to feel. I always wished someone would figure out who they were, but I never went quite so far as wishing they were dead.”

“People like that don’t deserve long and happy lives,” Edward muttered from behind them. “He got what he deserved. Don’t you worry yourself about it, Marissa. Look at it as justice, even though it’s four years late.”

“Do you remember anything else about that day?” she asked, turning to glance at Edward out of the corner of her eye. “You came home while the burglary was in progress, didn’t you?”

“I never knew anything about who either of them were,” he said shortly. “My wife might not mind talking about it, but I do. That was the worst day of my life. I failed the woman I love.”

“Sorry,” she said. “We can talk about something else. The dogs seem to be getting along well, don’t they?”

The topic changed after that, and they finished their circuit around the park with polite conversation and a lot of talk of their pets. Flora enjoyed herself, though her mind was still on the murder, and she promised Marissa she would talk to Beth about either driving her and Sammy out to meet in the park, or just taking Sammy herself for a walk next week.

More and more, she was becoming convinced that Simon’s murder had something to do with the break-in that had left Marissa paralyzed, but the person with the clearest motive to kill him was Edward, if he had found out that Simon was the one responsible for what happened to his wife.

Had Bill told him his theory? If so, why now, four years after the fact? And would Edward really risk throwing away a life with the woman he clearly loved just for vengeance?
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If nothing else, the talk with Marissa and Edward had re-ignited her desire to find out what happened to Simon, so she was glad she was going to the feed store to meet Sydney and Jaxon next. She sent a quick text to Sydney to let him know she was leaving the park — she felt a little bad she had declined his invitation only to then accept Jaxon’s, but she hadn’t wanted to ask if they would wait for her, since it seemed rude.

The drive was only a couple of minutes, so she left the windows down for Sammy to pant out of. He was probably thirsty after their walk; hopefully Sydney would be all right with her offering him some water at the feed store. She should have thought to bring a bottle and a bowl along when she picked Sammy up from her house, but it hadn’t occurred to her.

She hit her blinker as the turn into the feed store’s parking lot approached and slowed her truck down. The lot was almost empty; she spotted Sydney’s car, Jaxon’s white coupe, and a third vehicle parked at the far end of the lot. She frowned at it as she made the turn. Was someone else meeting them here?

She spotted a figure in the driver’s seat so, curious, she drove past them before turning toward one of the closer parking spaces near the entrance. It was dark enough by now that she didn’t get much more than an impression of a pale face and a goatee, but that was enough for her to make the connection.

Thane. Sure, he wasn’t the only person in Warbler with a goatee, but he was the only one with any reason to be here, since he was connected to Simon just like the rest of them were. Jaxon or Sydney must have invited him she decided as she parked. A glance back toward his vehicle showed her he wasn’t making any move to get out. Maybe he needed a moment to himself. With a shrug, Flora went around to the passenger door to lift Sammy out of the truck and together they walked through the automatic doors and into the darkened store.

It was strange, seeing the feed store dim and empty like this. Only a handful of the big overhead lights were on, and the store was nearly silent except for the quiet buzz of a bulb that was on its last legs. Sammy sniffed the air, his tail wagging faster than she had ever seen it as he took in all of the new smells.

“Hello?” she called out. For a second, the silence reigned and she wondered if she had misunderstood when or where they were meeting. But no, Sydney and Jaxon’s cars were parked in the lot.

“Hey! Sorry, we were in the back working on the inventory.” Jaxon rounded the endcap of an aisle, a plastic sports drink bottle in his hand. He handed it out to her. “Do you want one? We got a bunch of these sugar free drinks in. No one likes them, so they haven’t been selling, but I don’t think they’re too bad. You can join us in the back if you want; we’re almost done with the first section, and Sydney is gung-ho about finishing it, so I figured we can talk while we work.”

“Sure,” she said, taking the bottle from him. “Should we wait for Thane to come in?”

Jaxon’s expression shifted from one of friendly welcome to befuddlement. “Thane? Did you invite him?”

She frowned. “No, I thought you did. He’s sitting out front in his car.”

He looked utterly baffled. “We’re talking about Thane White? Simon’s friend?”

“Yeah. I’m ninety percent sure it’s him.”

“Well, I’ll go see what he wants, I guess. Let me know how you like that drink; we can give you a whole case for just a few bucks if you like it enough to actually drink it.”

Still looking confused, he passed by her and left through the automatic doors, ignoring Sammy as the dog tugged against his leash to sniff at his pants leg. Flora took a step toward the back of the store — she vaguely remembered where the door to the back storage area was, though she had never been back there before — but hesitated.

If Jaxon hadn’t invited Thane and she hadn’t invited Thane, that meant either Sydney had asked him to come, which wasn’t out of the realm of possibility, or he was here for another reason. The problem was, she had no idea what that reason could be. For the first time, she wondered if she had been too quick to believe his story about Simon and the reasons surrounding their falling out.

She took her phone out of her pocket and checked the notifications, but Sydney hadn’t responded to her message letting him know she was on her way from the park. He was probably too busy working to check it now, so instead of sending a text asking if he had told Thane they were meeting, she just shoved her phone back into her pocket and started walking deeper into the store toward the back. She had to pause every few feet to tug on Sammy’s leash, since he kept getting distracted by the various smells, but they made it to the door that led to the storage room in the back before too long. She pushed the door open and, clicking her tongue to the dog, stepped through.

“Sydney?” She paused, but she couldn’t hear him. Was she in the wrong area?

Moving further into the back room — which was full of tall shelves, piled high with supplies — she paused to untwist the cap from her drink bottle. She was thirsty too, and while Sammy was going to have to wait until she found a bowl and some water, there was no reason she couldn’t try this new sports drink. She wished Jaxon hadn’t told her most people didn’t like it; she felt biased against it now, and a little apprehensive about trying it.

The cap untwisted easily — too easily. She frowned. Had it already been unsealed? She hadn’t been paying enough attention to it to be certain, but it put her off of drinking it even more, so she screwed the top back on and refocused her attention on finding Sydney.

“Are you back here somewhere, or am I in the wrong place?” she called out.

No reply. She was starting to get a little creeped out — the storage room was just as dimly lit as the rest of the store, but without the benefit of the big windows at the front to make it feel more spacious.

Finally, she found where they must have been working before she got there. A couple of boxes of gardening tools had been taken down, and a clipboard was lying on top of one of them. A cell phone she recognized as Sydney’s was next to it. A bright blue liquid had been spilled on the floor beside the box, and before she could stop him, Sammy walked over and started lapping at it.

“Sammy, no!” she said, pulling him back. Thoughts of toxic chemicals raced through her mind until she realized the liquid looked familiar. Holding up her sports drinks bottle, she realized the spilled liquid must have been a sports drink. Still probably not the healthiest for Sammy, but at least the few drops he had consumed wouldn’t put his life at risk.

“Sydney?”

Her voice sounded loud in the quiet storage room. Confused and starting to get worried, she turned down the next aisle, which ended in a dead end. Leaning against the wall was Sydney’s unmoving form.
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“Sydney!”

She rushed forward, dropping Sammy’s leash as she fell to her knees next to him. The relief that washed through her when she took his wrist and felt his pulse was so strong it almost made her dizzy.

“Hey, wake up. What’s going on?”

She shook his shoulders, but he didn’t open his eyes. His head just fell limply to his chest. He was alive, but something was wrong. Deeply wrong.

When she realized he wasn’t going to wake up, she let go of him and sat back, looking around for a hint as to what had happened. She didn’t see anything he could have fallen and hit his head on, and he didn’t seem injured anyway. It was like he had just… walked over here and fallen asleep.

She straightened up and slid her phone out of her back pocket again. She didn’t know what was going on, but sitting here and wondering wasn’t going to help anything. Before she called an ambulance, she stooped to grab Sammy’s leash before he could wander away and put her sports drink down so she could hold onto it while she had her phone in her other hand.

As she looked down at her drink, she frowned, remembering the spilled drink she had seen just around the other side of the aisle, and how hers seemed to have been already open. A tingle of unease went through her. Had Jaxon drugged Sydney and tried to drug her? Normally she would think she was being ridiculous, but Sydney was lying right there, undeniable proof that something very unusual was going on.

But why would Jaxon do that? He was Sydney’s coworker, and from what little she had seen, they seemed to get along well.

He was Sydney’s coworker… but he had also been Simon’s coworker. Sydney had told her Simon still stopped in to chat with Jaxon a lot, and Jaxon had worked at the feed store back when Simon worked there too. Jaxon had the white coupe she had seen following her, and Jaxon had given her a lingering look when she and Sydney came in to talk to Bill the other day. She had thought it was because she was behind the counter, but what if it was because he had recognized her? He knew they were looking into Simon’s death, which meant if he was involved in that somehow, he had a reason to want to silence both of them.

Simon had a partner for the break-in whose identity they had never been able to figure out. Someone he knew well, according to Marissa. Someone he had worked with every day?

Her stomach twisted. She and Sydney had made a huge mistake, and now Sydney was unresponsive, and she had sent Simon out after an innocent man. She frowned. What was Thane doing here?

She unlocked her phone’s screen and opened her phone app, but before she could start dialing the emergency number, she heard the door between the back storage area and the rest of the store open. She froze, her heart in her throat. If she called 911, she would have to talk, and if she talked, she would give away where she was.

“Flora? It is Flora, right? I know you’re a regular, but I’ve always been terrible at names.”

It was Jaxon’s voice. She was glad Sammy wasn’t prone to barking; while his ears pricked up and he looked toward the sound, he didn’t make a peep.

She realized that if he suspected she was back here, the first place he would check would be by Sydney. It was dark and cluttered enough in the storage room that she might be able to slip away and hide if she moved before he came too much further inside, but that would mean leaving Sydney behind.

She couldn’t do that.

Frozen in panic and indecision, she barely twitched a muscle as she heard footsteps moving closer. It sounded like more than one person. Was Thane working with him? She tried to think of a plan, but fear had made her mind blank.

Finally, Jaxon stepped around the end of the aisle, and he wasn’t alone. Thane was with him, but it was obvious they weren’t working together after all. Jaxon had a crossbow in his hands, and it was loaded and pointed at Thane’s back. Thane had his hands up and looked somewhere between angry and frightened.

“Ah, there you are,” Jaxon said. “I see you found your friend.”

“What are you doing?” Flora said. Her voice shook.

“I didn’t want to chance the two of you putting it all together,” he said. He prodded Thane in the back with the crossbow and nodded toward Flora. Thane walked over to her slowly, glancing behind him repeatedly to keep an eye on Jaxon. “I guess I should have worried more about this guy here. He figured it out while I was busy planning how to deal with you and Sydney.”

“I figured you were the one who was involved with the break-in with him, not that you were the person who killed him,” Thane snapped. “You’re insane!”

“You really killed him?” Flora asked. She wanted to keep him talking, not that she expected help to be on the way. She couldn’t think of anything else to do.

“I had to do it,” Jaxon said. “I had to. He was going to go to the police and tell them what we did. He didn’t even offer to keep my name out of it; no, he asked if I wanted to spend a morning hunting deer with him because he had something he wanted to talk to me about somewhere private. While we were up in that blind, he said he’d done a lot of thinking on things and he was sick and tired of carrying that secret. He said he’d give me a week to get everything in order, then he was going to the cops. A week! I didn’t like pulling the trigger on him, but I had to do it, just like I have to silence the three of you. I’m not going to prison over a mistake I made years ago.”

“It really is all my fault he died,” Thane muttered.

“Are you crazy?” Jaxon asked. “I just told you what I did.”

“I’m the one who convinced him to come clean. I hadn’t realized he made up his mind to do it. If I hadn’t ever gotten into that argument with him, he’d still be here today.”

“Yeah, well, mistakes were made all around,” Jaxon said. “Now, Flora, did you drink that drink I gave you?”

She gave a brief, sharp shake of her head. “What did you put in it?”

“Some pretty hefty sedatives. I take it you’re going to refuse to drink it now? I was trying to make this easier on you.”

“Make what easier?”

“I’ve got a can of gas out in my car. Once you two were asleep, I was going to use the tiniest amount to set one of those compressed straw bales on fire. Neither of you would have suffered; it would have looked like you both passed out from smoke inhalation and couldn’t make it out of the fire. I wasn’t planning to have a third person here.” He glanced at Thane. “I guess it’s a good thing I’ve been keeping my crossbow in my car after all. Maybe I can leave the crossbow by your body, Thane, and try to pin all of this on you.”

“You’re insane,” Thane said, his voice shaking.

Flora wished she could be as calm as Sammy who yawned as he sat by her feet. No, he had lapped up a little of the drugged drink, hadn’t he? She hoped he would be all right — if they got out of this, he was going to have to go straight to the vet.

Jaxon was frowning as he looked between the two of them, and in a split second, she realized the problem. He had a crossbow, which certainly counted as a deadly weapon, but unlike a gun, it only had one shot and would take him a long time to reload.

If they could make him waste his shot, maybe no one would have to get hurt. He looked tense, and his finger was already on the trigger. If she could just surprise him…

She didn’t have time or the chance to communicate her plan to Thane. She would just have to hope he would take a chance if she gave him one. Trying very hard not to look like she was planning anything, she waited until he glanced over at Thane before dropping Sammy’s leash and rushing at him all in one motion. The second she saw him begin to turn his body and the crossbow toward her, she let herself fall. There wasn’t anything graceful about it; she went down painfully on her hip and elbow, sliding a few feet across the floor. Before she had even stopped moving, she heard the sharp sound of the crossbow going off and a noise almost like a gunshot as the bolt hit the wall behind her.

Jaxon muttered an oath and, maybe out of habit, set the stirrup of the crossbow on the ground so he could pull the string back and load another bolt.

That was when Thane took his shot. He ran at Jaxon but instead of tumbling to the ground to avoid being shot like Flora had, he tackled the other man around the waist and both of them went tumbling to the floor.

Sammy’s wet nose touched her face; he had ambled over to make sure she was all right. Sparing a quick pat for the dog, she got up and hurried over to the struggling men to help Thane restrain Jaxon.


EPILOGUE


“And he seemed like he had a good time?”

Flora watched as Sammy settled down on the couch with his head in Beth’s lap. He was no worse for wear after their little encounter at the feed store, and had been cleared by the local vet after Flora got done talking to the police. He hadn’t gotten enough of whatever sedative Jaxon had used to knock Sydney out to do more than make him drowsy for a few hours.

“He had a great time,” Flora assured the older woman. “We went on walks every day, he made a new dog friend, and he and Amaretto are even getting along — sort of.”

Her cat had graduated from fleeing whenever she saw Sammy to sitting very still to staring at him with murder in her eyes and her tail twitching. She was glad Amaretto wasn’t afraid of the dog anymore, but it was safe to say she wasn’t a fan of his either. As much as Flora had liked having Sammy around, she had decided to hold off on getting her own dog. She was still too busy to give a younger dog all of the attention it needed, and she didn’t want her cat to feel out of place in her own home.

“Did he really help you solve a murder?”

She wasn’t sure how much Sammy had helped exactly, but it was fair to say she probably wouldn’t have witnessed Simon’s murder without him, and he had been a good companion during her adventures in investigating.

“He did. He’s a very good dog.”

“Oh, Sammy, you’re such a good boy. I’m so proud of you. Just wait until we tell Tim.”

The old dog’s tail thumped on the couch cushions as Beth stroked his head. She really did think Sammy had enjoyed his stay with her, but there was no question in her mind that he was glad Beth was back.

“If you’re ready, I’ll unload the truck. I’ve got to be at my friend’s apartment in about half an hour.”

“Oh, of course, dear. Just let me convince this big lug to move and I’ll come help you.”

“No, don’t worry about it. He missed you. I can unload his things myself.”

She rose from her seat in the overly stuffed armchair in Beth’s living room and went through the front door to bring the dog’s things in. Violet was hosting dinner tonight, and it was a dinner she didn’t want to miss; while she visited Sydney in the hospital after the confrontation with Jaxon, he had told her he was planning on proposing to Violet. The close brush with death had made him realize he didn’t want to keep waiting. She had helped him pick out the ring — it had an amethyst stone, of course, since she loved the color purple so much — and had kept it a secret from everyone, even Grady, so as not to spoil the surprise.

It had been a difficult week in a lot of ways, but just like Marissa had said the day Flora spoke to her for the first time, there was a silver lining in everything.
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