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For those who seek cozy mysteries' embrace,
It's here readers find solace and lose track of time and space.

Within the pages, a world to be explored,
Where love and special moments are adored.

May these words bring warmth and delight,
To my readers, cherished and treasured, day and night.
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Chapter 1


“Sorry, I’m running a little behind,” Abigail Stone yelled to her best friend from the back room of the Sweet Street Ice Cream Parlor. She’d shimmied into and buckled on her stocking-foot waders but hadn’t yet managed to slide on her wading boots.

“Hurry up,” Tucker yelled from the shop’s dining area.

She crammed a stockinged foot into one boot and then the other and laced them up. A little dook noise, like that of a chicken clucking, came from behind her as if also telling her to move faster. “I know,” she said to Flick, her mischievous angora ferret, who playfully scampered about between her legs as she sat in her chair. “He and you have always been that way. Impatient.” She bent and gathered up Flick, opened the reach-through, fleece-lined hand-warming pocket of her waders, and deposited him inside. The ferret scooched across the pouch until his tiny head poked out the other end. It was his spot for all of Abigail’s fishing excursions. She liked enriching his curious nature, and he loved the outdoors. She had leash trained him, but he was so smart he knew to stay close to her where he was safe.

“Let me guess. You were reading, and now you’re late.” Tucker remarked when Abigail emerged from behind the pastel-green plaid curtain that separated the ice cream parlor’s seating room from that of the work area in the back.

“You don’t know me, Tucker Glenn,” she said playfully, her rubber boots galumphing as she walked across the hardwood floors.

Tucker adjusted his cap and resettled it on his light brown hair, tilted his head, and leveled his deep-set blue eyes on her tellingly. “Don’t I? Your name should be Abigail Late Stone instead of Abigail Leigh.”

Abigail pouted her full lips at him before cocking her head. “Ha, ha.” She sauntered up to him and said, “Here. Hold this.” She passed her rod and reel into his hand and hoisted the strap of her fishing pack over her shoulder before she secured the nylon pack comfortably around her waist. While she was moving around, Flick burrowed deeper into the fleece pouch, letting out a few barks of excitement. When she was done, she walked behind the ice cream counter and tipped her head toward the teenage boy slouched leisurely in one of the store’s booths. “I can’t leave yet anyway. Not until Evelyn gets here. Can’t leave Noah alone.”

Hearing his name called, the boy looked their way. “She was reading,” he told Tucker. “One of those books with a witch and a talking cat.” Noah’s long black hair covered half of his face, but one dark brown eye peaked out as he gave Tucker the insider information.

“Don't be a snitch," Abigail scolded teasingly. "They're called cozy mysteries and if you don't want me to help your mom solve the mystery of who broke her window, you might consider mopping instead of tattling."

Sixteen-year-old Noah Saunooke was one of two employees at Sweet Street Abigail had hired for the upcoming season. May through August was her busiest time of the year. It was when tourists flocked to the secluded town of Shelter Mountain to stay at one of its three famous fishing lodges. Noah attended high school in the tiny town, and Abigail had given him the job because of her friendship with his mother, Nadine. The boy was six-foot and two inches of lazy teenager. He fancied himself an influencer, yet he hadn’t managed to land on any one thing he’d like to influence. Though maybe calling him lazy was unfair. He would do what he was asked when asked, but his phone consumed his downtime, prohibiting any spontaneity on his part.

“What’s the point of mopping?” Noah grumbled. “It’s raining out. People are just going to track it up anyway.”

“I told you when you took the job that cleanliness is a priority,” Abigail said. “Nobody wants to come in and eat ice cream when the place is cringe dirty. Now grab the mop and some fresh soapy water and get started. Make sure to get the cleanser made for wood floors, not the dish soap like last time.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the boy groaned and pushed out of the booth.

Tucker smiled at the eye roll Abigail did as she watched Noah trudge into the back for the bucket and mop.

Abigail had been in the ice cream business for four years. Sweet Street was her pride and joy. With its bright white walls, retro bubblegum pink, and silver barstools, with mint green diner booths and metal finishes, the place was a complete escape from the Alaskan fishing village it sat in. Abigail wanted it kept spotless.

The bell on the front door of the shop jingled, and a large, bushy-bearded man stepped inside, his presence filling the entire entryway. A well-worn ball cap sat backward on his head, and his waterproof jacket sparkled with droplets of rain. He wiped his giant, wet, rubber boots on the welcome mat as Abigail said, “Hey, Bear. You’re soaked. Looks like you’ve been swimming.” She looked at Tucker then. “I didn’t know it was raining that hard out. Maybe we should cancel fishing?” She didn’t give Tucker a chance to reply before she turned her attention back to Bear and blurted out, “You here for the ice cream for the lodge?” Flick’s nose twitched and he squeaked at the mention of ice cream. “I’m so sorry, I nearly forgot!”

The big man shook his body like his namesake, and the rain he wore hit the floor.

From behind them, Noah whined, “Aw, come on.” The three glanced to see him there with the mop in one hand and the bucket in the other.

Abigail chuckled and winked at Bear.

The big man mumbled, “Sorry ‘bout that.” Then he said to Abigail, “Yeah, I’m here for the lodge’s ice cream. But I… ” He swept a hand in front of his dripping torso.

Abigail stepped behind the ice cream counter and headed toward the back half of the shop beyond the curtain separating the two rooms. “Don’t worry,” she said. “I got it. It’s in the blast freezer.”

The Aurora Anglers Fishing Lodge was Sweet Street’s most loyal customer. They’d been there from day one of the shop’s opening and now they were her top buyers. Abigail was glad they had such voracious appetites for her ice cream. Even when the season was over, owner Mac Coleman kept a smaller standing order. Truth be told, Abigail felt responsible for the ten pounds Mac had put on, but she wasn’t going to deny a man his sweet tooth.

While he waited for Abigail to return, Tucker leaned her rod next to his, which was balancing against the ice cream case, before he moved closer to Bear to offer his hand. “How’s it going, man?”

“Good, good.” Bear nodded and accepted Tucker’s hand in kind.

In seconds, Abigail returned with two gallon-sized cardboard containers of ice cream. “Here you go, Bear. One Villainous Vanilla and one Crime Scene Cappuccino Crunch.”

Bear frowned and cocked his head slightly as he took the containers from her.

“She’s taken her love for murder and turned it into names for the ice cream,” Tucker quipped, winking at Abigail.

Abigail faced Tucker and reached out to snap one of the shoulder straps on his waders, but he easily thwarted her feeble attempt. “I took my love for solving fictional murders and turned it into names for the best ice cream in town.”

“It’s the only ice cream in town,” Tucker teased, his eyes lighting up as he continued to poke fun at her.

Pinching her lips to the side, Abigail replied, “Keeps you coming back.”

Bear chuckled under his breath. He clearly saw what each of them didn’t. “Mac said to put it on his tab, and he’ll settle up at the end of the month.”

“He always does,” Abigail replied, smiling up at the gentle giant.

Bear was born Greggory Bates and raised in tiny Shelter Mountain, population 143. Bear was a cliché of a name, but kids are kids, and with Greggory’s size, he became known as Bear all over town. He was older than Abigail and Tucker, and while they had all attended Shelter Mountain’s one-room school, it was with many, many years between them. Bear had quit at sixteen to raise his sister when their parents were killed in a car accident on a trip to Juneau. Abigail and Tucker, one month apart in age, hadn’t even started kindergarten before he was gone. She vaguely remembered his sister who died at the age of sixteen, but Bear had been an adult by then. Bear moved to Dillingham for a few years after that to work on a commercial fishing boat. By the time Abigail and Tucker were in junior high, he’d moved back.

Abigail’s own adventures outside of Shelter Mountain were short-lived. She’d gone off to college, but the draw of the village was too much for her, so less than two years after she left, she—along with the newly acquired Flick the angora ferret—came home to Shelter Mountain to the Alaskan fishing community that was in her blood.

Tucker Glenn, best friend and sometimes bane of her existence, on the other hand, never left Shelter Mountain. He followed his dream of becoming a VPSO, a Village Public Safety Officer. With the duties of a police officer, fireman, search and rescue, and even emergency medical response, Tucker was devoted to keeping the people of Shelter Mountain safe. Often, Abigail would think back to their childhood when they played along the dock. She would pretend to be kidnapped by a rogue pirate fisherman, and Tucker would rescue her. The irony was, she was probably in greater danger when they’d clowned around in the abandoned ice shacks on the lake than anyone ever was in their sleepy little borough.

The bell on the shop door sounded, and Evelyn rushed in. Bear stepped aside to let her pass, then he slipped by her, juggling the ice cream as he went.

“Now, it stops raining? Look what happened to my new Courser sneakers,” the girl complained.

Abigail cut a not-again glance at Tucker, and he stifled a laugh. Everyone in town agreed that twenty-year-old Evelyn Williams was born complaining. She wasn’t a bad girl—she was a hard worker, and a dedicated daughter—but she wanted to go to college in the lower 48, and tips at Sweet Street left her a long way from leaving any time soon. And she never let anyone forget that.

“I’m just glad you were able to bless us with your presence,” Abigail playfully bantered with her employee.

“Whatever,” Evelyn snickered, clearly not in the mood. She was probably more upset about her sneakers than the impending 6-hour shift. She pulled a band from her wrist, whipped her shoulder-length copper-colored hair up in it, and went behind the display counter to don her Sweet Street apron. “Just go fishing, already,” she added, shooing them off.

Tucker grabbed their poles and started for the door. “You don’t have to tell me twice. Let’s go. We’re burning daylight.”

“Dude,” Noah said, “the sun doesn’t go down until ten tonight. It’s only one o’clock now.”

“He’s joking,” Abigail clarified. “And it’s a joke that’s older than you are.”

Noah lifted his brow. “Hmph.” he said, resuming pushing the mop around the room in a random pattern that drove Abigail crazy.

Abigail pulled her waterproof beanie from her waders pocket and tugged it snugly down over her wavy brunette hair. “Ready, Flick?” The ferret responded with his happy pant which Abigail liked to think of as his laugh. Tucker held the door open and as she passed, she finally managed to give his suspenders a decent snap.

“Where are you parked?” she asked as they turned left down the boardwalk.

“By the post office.” He pointed to his bright red side-by-side UTV several hundred yards away.

Shelter Mountain didn’t have many cars. Probably because there were no roads. The only way in or out of the town itself was by seaplane or boat, and the main thoroughfare- the only thoroughfare- through town was the mile-long boardwalk. So, most people either walked or got around on scooters, motorcycles, ATVs, or utility-terrain vehicles like Tucker’s.

The two walked along at a casual pace when Abigail said, “Let me stop by Flour Power before we go. Liam is making croissants and biscotti for Scoops and Sips tonight. I want to make sure he hasn’t forgotten.”

At 27, the twins had only been apart two times in their lives: when she went to college in Anchorage, and when he went to culinary school in Fairbanks. Sure, they had distinct likes and dislikes, and maybe Liam was a bit flighty at times while Abigail was detail-oriented, but their parents, Roberta and Harold Stone, refused to allow people to label them “the creative one” and “the smart one” when they were growing up. It wasn’t too surprising that they had both ended up working in culinary fields since they’d both grown up underfoot in the diner their parents owned. Mr. and Mrs. Stone still ran the little cafe, Frost Bites, so food in one form or another was in their blood.

Liam could be a little bit scatterbrained, but only Abigail was allowed to say so; anyone else was subject to a fist to the face from his sister.

As they approached the little Dobbsy, she walked on ahead, opened the shop door, and peeked her head in where she saw him. “We meet at seven. You better have those fabulous croissants at the house no later than 6:59.”

Liam looked up from a blob of dough he was kneading on the butcher block work table in the corner of the store. He wrinkled his crooked nose at his older sister- a nose she broke when she shoved him out of a tree the summer he turned ten. She still thinks he deserved it. “I said I’d have them there, didn’t I?” he replied.

“Yeah, you said.” She blew him a kiss, closed the door then and turned to Tucker as he sidled up next to her. “Ten to one he forgets.” Tucker just shook his head; he knew better than to take that bet.

Abigail and Tucker moved on to his UTV. “Knock off your boots,” he told her before she could get in. The vehicle was made to carry as many as five people, but Tucker kept the back row seats folded down for the extra cargo space. It was officially city property, but Tucker handled it like it was his own, with kid gloves. She obliged, hopped into her place in the front passenger seat, while he loaded the gear into the back and knocked his own boots before getting in. The rain had stopped, but the air was still heavy with the moisture it left behind. A perfect day for fishing.

Leaving the hamlet behind, Tucker drove off the boardwalk onto a mud path that led to an even muddier path in the woods. “You still having those ice cream and wine tastings?” he asked.

“Yep. Although, sometimes it’s more wine than it is ice cream.” She chuckled to herself. “You should come by for a scoop and a sip. I’d love to have you…I mean, you know, the gang would too.”

Scoops and Sips, as the group liked to call themselves, started one night when they’d gathered to play board games and shoot the breeze. When Abigail had pulled out a container of a salted caramel ice cream she’d made, Jonathan Wilson, a local bartender, suggested a glass of sherry would pair well with it. He was right. Before long, the meetings had become regular, and they’d added finger foods to the mix.

“Can’t. I’m on duty tonight,” Tucker replied, surprised she asked and slightly disappointed he couldn’t make it.

“Well, after you run Waldo out of town, you could at least stop by for a croissant.” Waldo, an old grizzly, had been sneaking his way into town late at night to forage the trash cans for years and was quite literally the biggest part of Tucker’s job.

“Maybe,” Tucker replied. “We’ll see.”

They drove on and Tucker suggested, “I thought we’d go upstream, beyond Three Moose Pass.”

“You’re the fisherman. You know best,” Abigail replied. Except they both knew that to be false. Abigail had an uncanny sense of where fish would be biting best on any given day. She humored him, though. No need to constantly point out she was the better fisherman.

As the UTV climbed the steep countryside, Abigail noticed a moose not far off the path, nibbling low-hanging vegetation and paying them no mind. She smiled to herself. All they needed were two more to arrive at the number for the place’s moniker.

Flick climbed out of Abigail’s wader pouch to sit on her lap and enjoy the breeze as they rode the remainder of the drive in silence. She didn’t know why, but the three of them together just felt…right. When Tucker pulled the UTV along the stream bank and parked, Abigail stowed Flick on her shoulder, where he obediently stayed close to her cheek and neck, and got out. In that same silence, Abigail and Tucker unloaded the gear and waded into the water. Having done it so often, they all worked together like one hand washing the other: smooth and natural.

An hour had passed, and between them they’d only caught one fish that was so small that not even Flick got excited about it. Tucker heaved a sigh. “Okay Abigail, where do you think we should go?”

“Why don’t we go downstream? Try our luck there.” Abigail suggested. “Now maybe we can catch some fish,” she whispered to Flick who lay draped around the back of her neck like a living scarf. His presence was also like her good luck charm. She just knew they were going to catch something big as his little whiskers tickled her chin. She couldn’t help but steal a kiss on the top of his head.

Abigail and Tucker slogged out of the water and walked by the stream’s bank to avoid being swept along by the current. As they passed a copse of drooping yellow cedars, something in the water caught Abigail’s eye. Flick noticed it too when her posture changed. It was large and green, and something about it looked out of place.

When she looked a bit closer, Abigail stopped, grabbed Flick, who whimpered at the sudden movement, and stuffed him back inside the pouch, her whole body going cold. She reached out and caught Tucker’s arm. “What is that? See? Floating there? Is that…” She picked up her pace, moving out ahead of Tucker. “Oh, god, Tuck. I think it’s…” They reached the curve in the stream where she could verify what she thought she had seen. The green of the floating object was actually camouflage. Abigail gripped Tucker's arm harder. “It is, Tuck. That’s a body.”


Chapter 2


“Wait, Abigail. Let me go first,” Tucker shouted above the babbling of the water.

Abigail knew she should allow Tucker to be in the lead; he was the officer, after all. Her curiosity was stronger than her good sense, though, and she rushed on, bounding into the water while clutching Flick still nestled inside his pouch to her chest.

“He might still be alive,” she yelled over her shoulder.

Before she could reach the body, Tucker caught up to her, wrapped a strong arm around her waist, picked her up, and spun around to set her in the flowing water behind him. “I said wait,” he demanded.

“Fine,” she huffed, and he released her. She was on his heels when he whipped back and sloshed toward the man. He didn’t say where she had to wait. Might as well be at his heels.

When Tucker reached the floating bulk, he turned the body over, revealing a strange man.

“Is he still alive?” Abigail asked, peeking around Tucker’s wide shoulders to see.

“I don’t know. Help me get him out.”

Without hesitating, she walked around beside Tucker. He pointed and said, “Take his feet.”

Abigail nodded, reached into the cold water, and cupped her hands around the man’s boots just above the ankles. Tucker worked to lift the man’s upper body, thrusting his arms under and pulling the lank form close to his chest. Then he said, “Ready?”

“Ready,” she replied.

They hoisted and hauled the man out of the water. The two worked together, grunting and struggling against the rushing current. At last, they laid him on the bank, and Tucker carefully rested the man’s head on the grass. They both went to their knees beside him.

“Is he alive?” Abigail repeated.

Tucker checked his limp wrist. Then he touched two fingers to the man’s carotid artery. “Nothing.”

Abigail gasped and covered her mouth. She wasn’t overly bothered by the fact that they’d just discovered a dead body. In a village as small as Shelter Mountain, she’d seen her share of the town’s people pass away. Over the years, living in a rural area prepared a person for the possibility of accidents that presented gruesome sights. However, her penchant for reading murder mysteries had trained her to always be on alert for something nefarious, and she couldn’t help but wonder if this was an accident… or murder. She was betting on the latter.

Flick, impatient for Abigail to give him the go ahead, climbed out of his pouch to see what the bother was. He scurried around the damp ground, dragging his belly to mark the area. While the ferret investigated, Abigail took in the man’s features. He definitely wasn’t a local. She didn’t recognize the dark hair with graying temples or his solid build, and the well-manicured nails on the tips of his fingers showed he had never worked a hard day in his life.

“Have you ever seen him before?” she asked Tucker.

“No. No, I haven’t.”

“Do you think he’s a guest at one of the lodges?”

“Most likely.”

Abigail continued her litany of questions. “Why was he out here by himself? None of the lodges use this as one of their main spots. What do you think happened to him? Was he murdered?”

“Really? That’s what you want to know. Was he murdered?”

She furrowed her brow. “It’s possible.”

“It’s more likely he drowned,” Tucker replied.

“In barely knee-high water?”

“A person can drown in two inches of water, Ab.”

“Hmm. Really? I can’t believe I never knew that.”

“Well, Agatha Raisin," he said, referencing her favorite M.C. Beaton character, "there are some things you don't know.”

She narrowed her eyes and glared. He teased her incessantly about her fondness for mysteries, particularly murder mysteries, and on more than one occasion, she’d told him the many ways she’d planned to dispose of his body when she finally got fed up and offed him.

Tucker didn’t notice as he patted the man down. “No obvious broken bones.” Then he gripped the fellow's wide chin and turned it from side to side, inspecting his neck and head. He paid close attention to the base of the man’s skull.

“What?” Abigail asked. “What do you see?”

Tucker let the man’s head roll back into its natural resting position. “It’s nothing. More than likely, the guy had a heart attack,” he surmised. “Or a stroke. He probably drowned when he fell.” Tucker got to his feet then and asked, “Are you okay to stay here with the body? Will it freak you out if I leave you here and go back for the buggy?”

“Of course it will, but I’ll be alright.”

He started to walk away but paused. “Don’t touch anything,” he commanded, then resumed his trek.

Abigail curled a lip as she watched Tucker trudge up the slope and disappear beyond the spruce trees. “Don’t touch anything,” she mimicked his authoritative bluster. Despite her better judgment, her insatiable curiosity got the better of her sometimes. Having a real-life mystery right in front of her eyes? No chance at letting this opportunity pass her by.

Once Tucker was out of sight, she knee-walked closer to the man’s chest and the wader’s zippered pockets there. She settled on her haunches, and Flick scurried up to stand with his front paws on her leg. Petting the ferret’s round head, she observed, “This makes me think of what Detective Amelia Blackwood said in The Riddle of Raven's Hollow: ‘Life is like a crossword puzzle. Some clues are straightforward, while others hide the key to unlocking a tangled web of deceit.’ What do you think?” she asked. She already knew her inquisitive nature was about to get the best of her. Flick’s tiny nose twitched as he dooked, and she commented, “I agree. There’s no harm in checking for an ID.”

Flick bobbed his head, as if confirming his agreement. Just as quickly, he lost interest and lowered his long, wiry body to the ground to sniff a nearby rock.

Abigail noticed the brand name on the dead man’s waders. She knew they cost three times what she paid for the pair she wore. The guy didn’t skimp on his gear. They also looked new. Could be some rich guy on his first-ever fishing excursion.

She leaned over his body. “Let’s take a look.” Using her gloved fingers, she unzipped one of the two pockets on the bib of the waders. The zipper gave way to the waterproof inside, which held a cell phone. She took it out only to find the screen required a numerical password. So, she returned it. Then she unzipped the pocket on the other side. “Bingo,” she said, withdrawing a waterproof pouch containing a wallet. “What’s your name, my poor friend?”

Opening the fine leather wallet, that probably cost as much as what she paid Noah and Evelyn for the month, she slipped his driver’s license from its sleeve, and read aloud, “Frank Harper. 2215 Lombardia Avenue, San Francisco, California. You are a long way from home, Mr. Harper.” She pushed the ID back into its slot and pulled out several platinum and luxury credit cards, along with a few premium retail and specialty store cards. “You liked to shop, didn’t you?”

The hum of the UTVs motor alerted her that Tucker was close. Quickly, she shoved the cards back into their slots and returned the wallet to the bib pocket, zipping it up again. She scooted back, putting space between her and the body and donning her best, What? I wasn’t doing anything, expression.

Before the vehicle came into sight, Flick skittered over to Abigail, hauling something in his mouth. “What have you got there?” she asked and took the object from him. It was a multicolored bead bracelet with an adjustable knot. “Where did you find this?” She picked up the ferret and jostled him into the hand warmer pouch of her waders. He wiggled his head out, making sure she knew he was the one who found it as he squeaked in protest. “You don’t suppose this belonged to him, do you?” she asked and pointed to the dead man.

Abigail turned the bracelet over in her hand, examining it. Dirt caked between the beads, but she could still see it was cheap. Abigail knew touristy costume jewelry when she saw it, and bracelets like this were sold at the village gift shop. It was the kind of trinket teenagers bought. She glanced over at the man. “I can’t see how this would be yours,” she said. “Not with all the pricey items you have.” She scanned the area around them. “Was there someone else here with you?”

Mr. Harper didn’t answer.

The UTV closed in on Abigail, and she wondered, should she give the bracelet to Tucker? She looked at the inexpensive keepsake and figured it had nothing to do with the dead man, who clearly had more expensive taste. Local kids come through here all the time, she told herself. So she unzipped the fishing pack still strapped to her waist and dropped it inside. One of the kids in town might like to have it back.

Tucker eased the UTV up a few feet from Abigail and turned it off. He stepped from the vehicle and walked around to the rear. Abigail rose to her feet and joined him as he raised the lid of the cargo box on the back of the vehicle and drew out a tarp. Then he slammed it and turned to Abigail. “I want to take some pictures, maybe some video, then we’ll wrap him and load him into the back. Can you handle that?”

Abigail bobbed her head rapidly. “Sure, sure.”

“It’s starting to rain again,” he noticed. “I gotta make this fast before anything is washed away.” He paused then and glanced upstream and then down.

“What’s the matter? What are you looking at?” she asked.

Tucker scratched his jaw. “Where’s his gear?”

Abigail turned her gaze upstream and down again the way Tucker had, eyeing the bank. “I don’t see anything.”

“Exactly. There’s no tackle box, rod, nothing.”

“Maybe whatever happened, happened further up, and he floated down here?” Abigail suggested.

“Maybe,” Tucker agreed. “Come on. The rain’s getting heavier. Let’s get this done.”

Abigail followed Tucker back to the body where he placed the tarp a few feet from the man. Before he spread it out, he walked along the shoreline, using his phone to take shots of where the body lay, where it had been found, and some of the area around them. Then he walked up and down the soggy bank and stretches of land about them, but he came up with nothing more than the man’s corpse.

The rain pelted, and the sound of it mixed with the gushing stream caused Tucker to have to yell. “You ready?” and Abigail hurried over to help him spread out the tarp next to the man’s body.

“We’ll do this just like we did when we got him out of the water. Okay?”

“Okay,” she shouted.

Abigail gripped the man’s boots, and Tucker lifted his upper body. She knew it was her imagination, but the man somehow seemed lighter this time. Maybe it was because they weren’t fighting the force and weight of the water. Once he was in place, Tucker grabbed one edge of the tarp and rolled the man over, continuing until he was completely wrapped inside.

“Like making a waffle cone,” Abigail chortled.

Tucker looked up at her, rain dripping from the brim of his hat. “You’re morbid.”

The waterproof beanie Abigail wore did nothing for the rain hitting her face, so she wiped her eyes and replied, “I’m observant. There’s a difference.”

He shook his head, and said, “Whatever.” Then he stood and moved back to the man’s shoulders. “Careful when you pick him up, so the tarp doesn’t unravel.”

“Got it,” she answered. They repeated the same action they’d already done twice.

With a mix of grunts and strains, they awkwardly crammed the man into the flat cargo area of the UTV. He was over six feet, so fitting his rapidly stiffening body inside wasn’t easy, but they managed it. They climbed inside, and Tucker turned it on and cranked the heat up.

“Here,” Tucker said breathlessly and pinched his phone from his waders pocket and passed it to Abigail. “Call Kaya. Let her know we’re coming so she’ll be prepared. Tell her to meet us around back. I don’t want people seeing us take him inside.”

Abigail took the phone, pulled up Tucker’s contacts, and pressed the number for Kaya Nuniq, the village’s Wonder Woman. As a nurse practitioner, she served as the community doctor, mortician, and coroner. She’d been in that one-room school alongside Abigail and Tucker when they were kids, and like Tucker, she’d known she would serve the community from a young age. She’d delivered babies, mended broken bones, and sat with the sick and elderly when they transitioned. There wasn’t anyone in town who didn’t love Kaya.

Tucker drove the UTV down the same paths they’d taken earlier, only at a higher rate of speed than before. By the time they accessed the boardwalk, they’d left the rain behind, the sun was out, and people were moving about town. As if they sensed something amiss, a few pedestrians stopped and watched the UTV whip by. Abigail saw Ms. Phillips standing outside the post office talking to the postmaster, Emmett Hughes. Abigail felt for the trapped man as she watched Ms. Phillips show him some fabric she held in her hand. At the same time, it was better him than her and Tucker at the moment. Abigail hoped the nosey, albeit dear, woman hadn’t noticed them as they drove by.

“What about the state troopers?” Abigail asked as they approached the clinic because she knew even if this man died of natural causes, this was above Tucker’s pay grade. He’d have to alert the Alaska State Troopers, especially since the man was from out of state. Of course, Tuck didn’t know he was from out of state, and she wasn’t about to open her mouth and reveal that she did.

“I’ll call them when we’ve dropped the body at the clinic and I get back to the office,” Tucker replied.

The Shelter Mountain Clinic was more than just a clinic where the village people went when they had a fever, yet it wasn’t a full-blown hospital either. It fell somewhere in between the two. With the influx of outsiders every fishing season, the Shelter Mountain Clinic was set up with a good emergency unit and a designated cold room where the deceased could be stored.

Tucker drove the UTV around behind the clinic to the back entrance. When he killed the engine, they jumped out and walked over to the door. Abigail tried the handle. “Locked.”

Tucker raised a fist and beat on it. After a moment and no response, he gave Abigail a puzzled look. “You told her we’d be here, right?”

Abigail planted her hands on her hips. “You were sitting right beside me,” she breathed. “Yes, I told her.” she continued, throwing up her arms under Tucker’s unwavering gaze.

He beat on the door again, and again. Then from somewhere to their left, a voice trilled, “Heeelloooo.”

The two glanced toward the alley opening to see Ms. Phillips striding purposefully their way. She had seen them. The sixty-ish woman was a member of the Scoops and Sips club, and while everyone loved her, they avoided being trapped in a conversation about quilting and now was not the time for a discourse on the merits of a herringbone stitch.

Abigail and Tucker both shot a look at the UTV and the man sausaged in the cargo area there.

“Damn,” Tucker muttered under his breath.

“Don’t sweat it,” Abigail smiled. “I’ll intercept her. Tag me in.” Abigail shot out her palm towards Tucker. He looked at her indignantly, forcing back a smile knowing she wasn’t moving until he tagged her. He rolled his eyes and finally let loose the stifled chuckle and quickly smacked her hand.

“Tag, you’re it. Now go!”

Abigail and Tucker used to play a daring game of 'tag' after school, sneaking a roll from Frost Bites without getting caught. Although they managed to get away with it, Abigail was convinced that her parents were always aware. This secret game became so natural for them that it became their little hidden ritual.

Releasing a quick breath, Abigail stepped away from the building door and walked toward the short, stocky woman who looked like a walking fluff of cotton candy, with her graying hair and her pink puffer vest zipped up to her throat.

“Hello, Ms. Phillips,” Abigail said cheerily as she approached the woman. Flick chose then to climb out of the pouch and scale her shoulder to dook at the newfound visitor.

“Oh, there’s our little friend,” Ms. Phillips gushed. “How’s that little fuzzy-wuzzy today?”

Flick, seeing an opportunity to get more snuggles, leapt onto her shoulder and tickled her cheeks with his hummingbird-like whiskers as he continued to dook at her. “Whoa, boy, don’t smother the poor woman,” Abigail laughed, reaching for the little rascal.

“It’s no bother at all,” Ms. Phillips replied, pursing her lips to return his affection, waving off Abigail’s attempt to retrieve the affectionate ferret.

Thankful for the timely and welcomed distraction, Abigail asked, “How’s it going? Are you ready for Scoops and Sips tonight?”

The woman’s blue-eyed gaze moved beyond Abigail to Tucker, who still beat on the door of the clinic, as she subconsciously continued to air-kiss a non-existent Flick who was instead nudging his head under her jacket, his body draped across her shoulders. “Is everything all right?” she asked. “I was on my way to the library when I saw you two fly by and pull behind the back of the clinic. I was worried you might be hurt.”

“No, yeah. Everything’s fine.” Abigail waved a hand dismissively and then attempted to deter the woman by pointing to the enormous quilted bag she held at her side, since apparently Flick’s nudging affection wasn’t enough. Abigail knew Ms. Phillips had made the quilted tote bag herself specifically for carrying all of her quilting supplies because the woman had shared every leg of her progress with the Scoops and Sips group while making it. Ms. Phillips would quilt at the drop of a hat, anywhere, anytime. Abigail also knew it was a topic Ms. Phillips couldn’t resist, so she dangled what she thought was the perfect carrot in front of Ms. Phillips to distract her from what Tucker was doing.

“Is that a new fabric?” Abigail feigned interest and touched the corner of a swath of midnight blue cotton cloth spilling over the side of the tote bag.

Unfortunately, Ms. Phillips ignored the attempt at conversation, crooked her head around Abigail’s shoulder and looked at Tucker. Then she shifted her gaze to the UTV. Her eyes widened, and her mouth formed an O. “My goodness,” she gasped, raising a hand to point beyond Abigail. “Is that a body in the back of Tucker’s buggy?” She squinted, pulling up her glasses that were around her neck and locked her gaze on the target. “Yes, yes. It is,” she exclaimed. She dropped her glasses, but her hand hung in the air. “That’s a body sticking out of Tucker’s buggy.”


Chapter 3


“What? Nooo,” Abigail exclaimed nervously, but Ms. Phillips ignored her.

“Tucker.” Ms. Phillips raised a hand overhead in greeting and started to skirt around Abigail. She pulled Flick from her shoulder and absentmindedly handed him to Abigail. “Is everything all right?”

Tucker gave Abigail the darted-wide-eyed look that said, get her out of here. Then he replied, “Doing good, Ms. Phillips. Doing good.”

Abigail sidestepped and blocked her with Flick. Holding him with both hands like a gun in her face. He happily twitched his whiskers as they touched noses, dooking his excitement to kiss her again. After momentarily going cross-eyed from the nose-kiss, Mrs. Phillips put a soft hand on Flick’s head, and gently veered around them both. Flick, feeling rejected, looked up at Abigail as if to say I tried, and squirmed his way out of her hands and back into his pouch. Turning to catch Ms. Phillips’ shoulder, she blurted, “You said you’re on your way to the library?”

“Hmm? Oh, yes, today is my day to shelve books, ” she replied, momentarily distracted.

The Shelter Mountain Library was run by volunteers, each one taking a day of the week to man the facility, but its doors were never locked. It was an honor system. When a person checked out a book, they simply entered their name along with the date and book title into a ledger. When they returned it, they drew a line through the entry.

“Tucker’s kinda busy right now,” Abigail said. “Why don’t we walk over there together?” Abigail turned her around to head back to the boardwalk.

Ms. Phillips stopped and thumbed behind her, pointing to the cargo bed of the UTV. “But that looks like a body.”

“A what? No, don’t be silly.” Abigail glanced back over her shoulder and saw the dead man’s arm from his hand to his elbow protruding out from under the tarp. Oops.

Ms. Phillips wasn’t having any of it. She stepped off the wood planks of the path, pressed her lips together, and started for the buggy.

Right then, the clinic door flew open, and Kaya Nuniq appeared. The long black braid hanging down her back swished as she came to a sudden halt outside the door. “Sorry about that,” she told Tucker. “A naked toddler got loose after his exam, and we’ve been chasing him around the clinic. How are toddlers so fast?” She swished her braid back over her shoulder after it finally landed there. “So, where’s the body,” she huffed, catching her breath, then froze and muttered, “Crap,” when she saw Ms. Phillips standing there.

“Abigail,” Tucker said authoritatively. She recognized the tone and took Ms. Phillips by the arm.

“Let’s go ahead to the library. Tucker needs to talk to Kaya.”

“But, but…” Ms. Phillips protested, whipping her head from side to side as Abigail drew her away, not letting go this time.

As they walked around the side of the faded brown clapboard clinic building, on their way to the faded green clapboard library building, Abigail bit back her frustration. He would never admit it, but she could tell Tucker suspected something more than he was letting on, and she wanted in on it.

Only now she was stuck babysitting Ms. Phillips.

The two ambled back up the boardwalk in the library’s direction. Ms. Phillips, apparently having lost interest in the contents of the buggy’s cargo area, finally answered Abigail’s question about the length of blue fabric.

“I plan to use the midnight blue on a glacier star quilt,” she explained. “I eventually want to do a…”

Abigail zoned out as they entered the library, not hearing much of what Ms. Phillips went on about. She remained polite, nodding and smiling, but she didn’t register a word of what the woman said. It was all foreign to Abigail anyway. Quilting, crafts, and the like were never a part of Abigail’s upbringing.

What was more, her thoughts were back in that clinic cold room. Tucker would stay there as Kaya did a cursory exam, and Abigail was dying to know what they found. As she followed Ms. Phillips to the checkout desk, Abigail noticed a collection of one of her favorite series, The Bookworm Mysteries, and thought of its heroine Matilda Bookworm’s motto: “In a world full of chaos, a well-organized bookshelf can be the ultimate weapon against crime."

Abigail sighed. She needed a well-organized doppelganger to take her place right about now because book quotes weren’t doing diddly-squat for her right then to help Tucker with this crime. She needed to be in the middle of the action. She knew if she wasn’t there to get the word firsthand, Tucker may very well keep it from her. She couldn’t blame him, though. Once she got onto something, Abigail knew she was like a wolf to meat with a blade hidden in it. She’d keep licking her own blood long after the meat was gone just for the satisfaction of satiating her curiosity.

Now that they were in the library, Flick, not taking no for an answer this time, crawled out of the hand warmer pouch of Abigail’s waders to perch on her shoulder. The library door opened, and a tall, leggy redhead sauntered in. When Nellie Wright reached the checkout desk where Ms. Phillips had pulled out a rolling chair and sat in it, Abigail asked, “What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be at work?”

“It’s Saturday,” Nellie replied and reached out to pet Flick. “Clerk’s office is closed on Saturday.”

“Oh, so it is.” Abigail had been so distracted the last two hours, she’d forgotten the day of the week.

“We are still on for Scoops and Sips tonight, aren’t we?” Nellie asked, her almond-shaped brown eyes growing wide.

“Yeah, yeah. I just…”

Nellie twirled a curly strand of her red hair around her finger and leaned in, with a sweet smile at her best friend, as if hanging there for Abigail’s response. “You just what?”

Abigail motioned at her waders. “Tucker and I went fishing, and I guess I lost track of things.”

“Just don’t lose track of the ice cream you’re supposed to bring tonight,” Ms. Phillips warned as she unpacked her quilting paraphernalia.

“What are tonight’s flavors?” Nellie asked.

“Gavin is bringing a Cabernet Sauvignon to go with my Homicidal Hazelnut,” Abigail replied smiling. Gavin Adams was one of the bartenders at the Midnight Sun, Shelter Mountain’s only tavern. He and Jonathan Wilson, the owner, alternated shifts, so they seldom attended Scoops and Sips at the same time. Gavin was something of a nemesis to Abigail. The two had an ongoing competition as to who could solve the crime in the latest cozy mystery they were reading. It was cutthroat. Whoever lost each month had to pay for the next month’s novel. And Abigail had lost two months in a row.

“Mmm, sounds yummy,” Nellie said, licking her lips.

“I just hope Jonathan doesn’t come,” Ms. Phillips mumbled.

Nellie frowned at her. “Why would you say that, Hannah?” Nellie was the only one in their group to call Ms. Phillips by her first name. Ms. Phillips and Nellie’s mother had been best friends since the Jurassic Age.

“Aw, I don’t know. He’s such a food snob.”

Nellie chortled. “Just because he doesn’t live on a steady diet of microwave meals doesn’t make him a food snob.”

“Yeah, but why does he have to make the rest of us feel bad if we enjoy a greasy chili dog occasionally?”

Once again, Abigail disengaged from the conversation. She pulled out her phone and sent a text that was all question marks to Tucker. She stared at the screen, waiting for the tiny dots to start flashing. When they didn’t, she griped, “Dang it, Tuck.”

“I’m sorry,” Nellie said and tipped her head at Abigail’s phone. “Are we so boring you have to find something better to occupy your time?”

“What? Oh, no.” Abigail crammed her phone back into her pocket. “Sorry. I uh-”

“She and Tucker found a body,” Ms. Phillips leaned in and whispered.

Abigail’s mouth opened as she gasped and stared at the older woman. “Wh-wh…”

“I’m not blind, Abby. I know a dead body when I see one.”

“A dead body?” Nellie inched closer. “You found a dead body, Abigail? Where? When?”

Abigail bit her lip. Mrs. Phillips already knew and she just told Nellie. So was there any point of trying to keep it a secret now? Abigail picked up Flick and moved him to her other shoulder, fingering his cottony-soft fur. The habit was subconscious and comforting when she struggled with a situation that put her in a precarious position. “We went fishing up at Three Moose Pass, and you know where it makes that big bend as it heads south? We found him floating there,” she revealed, thinking they’d find out the details sooner or later anyway.

Nellie’s eyes lit up as she hopped onto the desk to sit, while Ms. Phillips focused on threading the needle she held as she prepared to stitch quilt blocks together.

“Tell us everything,” Nellie urged her.

Abigail shrugged her shoulders abruptly, and stopped rubbing Flick. He merely held onto her shirt and repositioned himself like a scarf. Abigail relaxed a little at the comfort so freely given by the ferret. She looked at her friend’s excitement, and hated to let her down. She wanted so bad to tell them everything, but she kept thinking about Tucker. He had tagged her in, after all, to help keep this under wraps until he finds out what really happened. This town already has its fair share of rumors and gossip. “We just found him floating there. He’s not…probably not… a local,” she stammered.

A little hint of what they found won’t hurt, she decided. After all, maybe they could help and possibly share something she doesn’t know if she gives them some clues. So she continued, “Tuck thinks he’s probably from one of the lodges. I tend to agree because his waders were brand new. And expensive. Nobody around here can afford that kind of gear.”

“Okay. But what happened to him?” Nellie pressed.

“I don’t know,” Abigail replied and twitched her head almost imperceptibly toward Ms. Phillips. “I had to leave Tucker at the clinic with Kaya.”

Nellie didn’t seem to notice and pressed more, “Do you think he was murdered?”

“Now see, when I suggested that, Tucker thought I was being ridiculous. But it could happen, right?”

Nellie lifted her brow in agreement.

“Doubtful, though,” Ms. Phillips chimed in. “What reason would anybody have to murder someone up here? We all get along just fine.”

“But he’s not from here. I looked at his ID. He’s from California.” Abigail snapped her hand over her mouth, her eyes wide as saucers. She had said too much.

“All the more reason to say he wasn’t murdered,” Ms. Phillips said, oblivious to Abigail’s slip as she worked another patch into place. “Why would someone come all the way to Shelter Mountain, Alaska to get murdered?”

Abigail and Nellie exchanged perplexed expressions. Abigail still had her hand cupped over her mouth. Nellie’s brow furrowed as she looked at her quizzically.

“Ms. Phillips,” Abigail finally said after lowering her hand, “no one ever goes anywhere with the intention of being murdered.”

“Pshaw,” Ms. Phillips fussed. “You know what I mean.”

The library door opened and Mr. And Mrs. Watson walked in. Ms. Phillips beamed. Someone new to talk to about her glacier star quilt.

Nellie sprang off the desk, and she and Abigail stepped away so they could speak privately. “Do you really think it could be murder?” Nellie asked Abigail.

Absent-mindedly, Abigail withdrew treats from a plastic bag in her fishing pack and fed them to Flick, still lazily draped over her shoulders, only opening his mouth for the treat, his eyes half closed. “Listen, I really don’t know. But Tucker was acting weird. Taking photos of everything, wanting to keep it hush-hush. I’ve probably already said too much, but…”

“Wow,” Nellie said. “Wouldn’t that be cool?”

Abigail snapped her head back in a silent scream of acknowledgement. This is why they were best friends. “And Tucker said I was morbid!” she whispered in a high pitched voice to her friend.

Nellie slapped her head. “Okay, bad choice of words. But you have to admit, as a first for Shelter Mountain, it would be interesting, he really can’t blame you, mystery queen, for being excited about that.”

Unable to contain a grin, Abigail said, “I know, right?” Her phone buzzed in her pocket then, so she whipped it out, hoping it was Tucker. Unfortunately, it was only a reminder she had set. “Shoot,” Abigail moaned. “I have to get back to Sweet Street. The last time Evelyn and Noah closed the place by themselves, they forgot to take the cash out of the register and lock it away in the safe.”

“All right,” Nellie said. “See you tonight.” She gave her a brief hug, then she returned to the checkout desk and the round robin of gossip going on there.

Outside the library, Abigail decided against going straight to the ice cream parlor. Instead, she turned right to return to the clinic. She’d have to go to Sweet Street to get the Homicidal Hazelnut to take home for the night’s meeting anyway; she’d check the cash register then.

When she rounded the corner of the clinic, Abigail slowed her pace upon seeing Kaya and Tucker standing huddled closely together next to his UTV. The body was gone, and they appeared to be speaking in hushed tones. Abigail didn’t like that. Not the hushed tones, exactly, more that she wasn’t a part of it. There was a history of those two leaving her out. When the three of them were in fifth grade, Kaya and Tucker found an abandoned bear cub and didn’t tell Abigail about it. It wasn’t until she caught them digging through the trash barrels behind Frost Bites for scraps to feed it that she followed them and found out. She threatened to tattle on them if they didn’t let her participate in taking care of it. The collaboration was short-lived, though. When their parents learned of their adventure, all three were grounded and couldn’t play together for weeks. Her twin still hadn't forgiven her for not including him.

As she approached, Tucker’s back was to her, but she made eye contact with Kaya. Kaya touched Tucker’s arm and inclined her head toward Abigail. Tucker looked over his shoulder. “Hey, Abs.” When she was close enough, Tucker reached out and picked up Flick and cradled him in the crook of his arm. Flick didn’t protest one bit. As a matter of fact, he wasn’t protesting anything, he was in a dead sleep. With his tongue hanging out of his mouth slightly it looked like Tucker had a dead animal in his arms. To anyone else, it’d definitely look morbid caressing a seemingly dead animal, but it was just a ferret thing - he was in a dead sleep. The man, Mr. Harper, though, would never wake again and she needed to find out who would want him dead so bad. “You need a ride back to Sweet Street?” he asked, breaking her out of her thoughts as he stroked the ferret’s soft fur.

Abigail could see he was downplaying his and Kaya’s conversation. “You mean a two-block ride? No, I don’t think so. I want to know what you discovered. Was it an accident?”

Kaya sighed and kicked a nail sticking up from one of the planks under her feet. “The state medical examiner will have to do an autopsy before we know anything for sure.”

“What’s your first impression?”

Kaya looked at Tucker. “I have to notify the troopers,” he answered.

“That’s not what I asked.”

Kaya responded, “There’s some bruising in places there shouldn’t be.”

“I knew it,” Abigail exclaimed.

Tucker signaled to pause with his hand. “Keep this to yourself, Abs. We don’t want word getting around before we know for sure. No reason to scare people needlessly.”

“Of course, I know.” Abigail replied, and felt a rumble of guilt pass through her gut. “I get it.”

“Keep me posted,” Tucker told Kaya, and she nodded. Then he said to Abigail. “Hop in. I’ll drop you by Sweet Street on my way back to the office.”

Abigail retrieved a limp Flick and walked around the UTV and climbed in while Tucker slid into his seat and cranked it. Kaya waved at them as he backed out of the alleyway and pulled onto the boardwalk running through town.

Tucker drove the UTV up to Sweet Street’s front door. “Thanks for your help today,” he said softly. “I couldn’t have done that without you.”

"I know," she teased smugly.

He chuckled, diverting his gaze for a moment. “I’m serious when I say keep this to yourself. If there’s a murderer in Shelter Mountain, I don’t want any vigilante stuff going down. You hear me?”

Abigail held Flick at eye level and parroted, "You hear me?” Flick’s head rolled limply to the side and back as his tongue fell further out of his mouth.

“Point taken,” Tucker grumbled, shaking his head. “I gotta get going, so I can call the state. I’ll see you later.”

She stepped back then, and the UTV drove away. For a moment, she watched as he traveled down the boardwalk. Then she whispered to Flick who twitched his whisker on her cheek, as she held him close, “If there’s a murder—Shelter Mountain’s first-ever—Tucker Glenn is crazy if he thinks I won’t be helping to solve it.”


Chapter 4


Sweet Street was closed according to Abigail’s specifications. She’d posted a checklist in the backroom for Evelyn and Noah to follow, which included removing the cash from the register, and they’d actually done everything she asked. There was hope for them yet. Once she grabbed the gallon of Homicidal Hazelnut, she and Flick headed home.

It was a short walk from Sweet Street to Abigail's place. She left the boardwalk and took the path leading up the hill to her house on stilts. The two-bedroom was small and simple, like all the homes in Shelter Mountain; if a person lived in Alaska, it was for the outdoors not the house. She kept a fresh coat of paint on the outside of the building, a soft green that blended in with the forest around it.

Once inside, she placed the ice cream in the refrigerator freezer then withdrew Flick from his resting place in the hand warmer pouch and placed him on the living room rug. The ferret woke up and went straight for his food and water bowls, but Abigail knew it wouldn't be long until he was snuggled into his hammock for another nap. Abigail went to her room to get out of her waders and jump into the shower. She wasn't the kind of person to get heebie-jeebies by touching germs, but she wanted a shower after having handled a dead body.

Detaching her fishing pack from her waders and raising it over her head, she suddenly remembered the bracelet she’d zipped inside it. As she took it out, she once again noticed it was dirty, but this time she also noted that the ends of the adjustable knot were cracked and frayed. Someone had gotten a lot of wear out of it. It could be older than she realized. Surely this had no connection to poor Mr. Harper. She placed it in the dish on top of her dresser alongside the few pieces of jewelry she owned. She’d clean the bracelet later, and who knew? Maybe she’d post a picture of it on the town’s community board and someone would claim it. Right now she just wanted out of the wet, dirty waders and into the shower and clean clothes before it was time for Scoops and Sips. As she stood under the steaming hot water, Abigail thought about the man in the stream. He came from California, yes, but where was he really from? Everybody had a backstory. What was Frank Harper’s?

Abigail slid into a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt and blow-dried her long, wavy hair. The sound of something hitting the floor drew her attention to the kitchen. The house’s layout was such that the bedrooms were on one side with the bathroom in between, and the kitchen, dining, and living area were on the other side. A noise in the kitchen meant someone was there.

Exiting her bedroom, she stepped around the wall separating the tiny hall from the kitchen and she saw Liam arranging croissants on a serving tray. His thick brown hair was messy on top. As twins, they had the same hair, but Abigail usually managed to tame hers into submission. Liam, on the other hand, gave up years ago.

“Mmm,” she moaned and licked her lips as she approached the tray of buttery, flaky goodness. She reached to take one, but Liam slapped her hand away.

“Nope,” he said. “Not until you tell me about this dead body you and Tucker found today. I can’t believe you didn’t tell me. It's fifth grade all over again!”

“How’d you find out?” she asked incredulously, and with lightning-fast speed, she snatched one of the croissants.

Liam flattened his lips and glared as she took an enormous bite. “Nellie told me. She came by Flour Power and said she saw you at the library with Ms. Phillips, and that Ms. Phillips said there was a dead body in the back of Tucker’s buggy. What gives? Why didn’t you tell me?”

Abigail swallowed and hitched a shoulder. “It all happened so fast, I haven't had time to think about it myself. Plus, Tucker swore me to secrecy. Though I'm sure by now the whole town knows." She added under her breath.

“Aw, come on. You can’t keep it from me,” Liam whined as he pulled a container filled with biscottis from his Flour Power carryall. She hesitated for only a second before her need to share got the better of her.

Abigail dragged out a barstool and sat on it. “Listen, you’re going to find out anyway, but there’s a possibility it was a murder.”

“No,” Liam gushed. “In Shelter Mountain?”

“I know, right? I can’t believe it myself. But Kaya says they won’t know what happened to poor Frank Harper until an autopsy is done.”

“Frank Harper? That’s his name?”

“Ooops,” Abigail said. “I’m not supposed to know that. So, keep your mouth shut.”

Liam zipped two pinched fingers across his lips. “Do you seriously think it was a murder?”

“I don’t know. Tucker was wishy-washy. He said he doesn’t think so. I know him, though, and he suspects something.”

“So, was this guy—” Liam waved a hand in the air as if he could grab the man’s name from there.

“Frank Harper,” Abigail supplied.

“Was this Frank Harper a fisherman?”

Abigail shrugged again. “He was dressed in waders, but there was nothing around him when we found him, no gear. Tuck thinks he may have died upstream and floated down to the bend.”

“The bend?”

“At Three Moose Pass.”

Liam nodded. Not being a fisherman himself, Liam wasn’t familiar with Abigail and Tucker’s favorite haunts, but he took Abigail’s word for it.

A knock sounded at the door behind them, and Abigail slipped from her stool. “Keep this to yourself,” she told her brother. “I’ve already said too much and Tucker doesn’t need to be bothered with unnecessary town gossip and rumors.”

Then she opened the front door to see Ms. Phillips, her quilting bag in tow, and Gavin standing there. “Jonathan’s not coming,” Ms. Phillips said. “So, I brought pigs in a blanket.” The woman withdrew a plastic container from her quilting bag and placed it between the trays of Liam’s croissants and biscotti. “Fresh out of the oven,” she beamed.

Ms. Phillips was a sort of odd man out of the group and in fact was not an original member. The original group were in their late twenties and early thirties, while Ms. Phillips was a retiree, although she'd never done much to retire from. Her parents had been the richest people in town, which might not be saying a lot considering the population always hovered around 150. Nonetheless, they owned a lot of land, and they’d left their money to her. So, Ms. Phillips kept herself busy volunteering and quilting and trying to find people to talk to. One day while in Sweet Street Ice Cream Parlor, Abigail couldn’t help noticing the woman seemed down, so she invited her to one of the meetings. She’d been a permanent member ever since.

Liam looked at the dish of Ms. Phillips’ wieners wrapped and baked inside canned biscuits and scrunched his misshapen nose at them. Jonathan Wilson wasn’t the only food snob in Shelter Mountain.

Before Abigail could shut the door behind them, Nellie came waltzing up the staircase to the house. Nellie had done some modeling when she was younger, and she never lost the elegant gait she’d acquired. Her long legs were a work of art, and she knew how to work that art. Abigail was the only one who knew the real reason Nellie had come to Alaska; it was one confidence she had always kept.

Soon the tiny two-bedroom house buzzed with conversation and laughter, which woke up Flick. He left his comfy hammock and inserted himself in the middle of the party. They nibbled the finger foods, and Flick nibbled fingers. Abigail could never prove it, but she thought Flick enjoyed Scoops and Sips as much as she did.

When they’d finished off the snack food, they moved on to the ice cream and wine portion of the evening, as Gavin poured the Cabernet he’d brought into wine glasses, Abigail scooped up Homicidal Hazelnut. Everyone gathered around the coffee table and sat on the floor, with the exception of Ms. Phillips, who sat in a side chair where she quilted away.

After they had talked about their most recent book, Gavin finished off his third glass of wine, pushed his blond curls out of his mischievous green eyes, and asked Abigail, “So, when are you gonna tell us about the dead guy?”

All eyes were on Abigail, and she snorted. “Is there anyone in town who doesn’t know?”

“Not a soul,” Nellie replied.

"Well, I don't know anything else from what you already know," Abigail responded as Flick shimmied up her arm to curl around her neck. It’s almost like he wanted in on the scoop too as if he weren’t there to witness it himself.

"I find that hard to believe,” Liam said.

"Me too," Gavin added.

Abigail glared at her brother and then turned her gaze on Gavin.

"How are you two going to call me out like that?"

Nellie laughed. "Who do you think you're kidding? We all know there is no way you can pass this juicy bit up.”

Abigail sighed, "Guys, I really don't know anything else, though. I mean I was there and helped Tuck load the body—”

“Huh,” Nellie gasped. "You never said that. How could you not tell me that?"

Wide-eyed at the realization of what she just said, Abigail quipped, “I wasn’t exactly thinking clearly when I saw you. It's not every day I fish a person’s dead body out of Three Moose Pass waters.”

She held their rapt attention, and truth be told, she kind of liked it. Gavin thought he was so smart when he had solved the murder in their last novel, The Curse of the Whispering Gnomes, and now here she was entangled in a real murder. Well, maybe a real murder.

"You fished his body out of the stream?" Gavin said nonchalantly as if he didn’t hear her the first time.

"She sure did," Liam bragged, living vicariously through his sister’s experience.

They all started talking at once, hitting her with questions and pleading for inside information.

"You have to give us the scoop. Ice cream pun totally intended,” Nellie teased.

Abigail smiled and put up her hand to silence them. "I swear that’s all I know. Tucker is adamant to keep this on the down low. I’ve already said too much as it is. It's obvious that you guys are exploiting my weakness here."

Disappointment reverberated through the group, but they dropped the matter and moved on to play a couple of rounds of poker.

Later that evening, when everyone left—after accusing Flick of helping Abigail cheat—Abigail put on her favorite fleece pajamas before curling up in bed with her ferret to read the novel she and Gavin were currently sparring over. It was an Amelia Peppercorn mystery. Abigail often read aloud to Flick. She enjoyed voicing and acting out the different characters and he enjoyed humoring her. But when, for the third time, she’d read Amelia Peppercorn’s statement, ‘A knitting needle in one hand, a magnifying glass in the other. That's how I solve crimes in this sleepy town.’ Abigail knew there was no way she could concentrate on the fabricated crime when there appeared to be one in her own sleepy town.

It was after midnight, and the sun would be up in four hours. Abigail’s bedroom was equipped with blackout blinds and curtains, so it wasn't the sun that kept her from sleeping.

Somehow, she managed to stay in bed until after five when she got up and dressed. Flick climbed the leg of her jeans, and she picked him up. The ferret loved an early morning outing, especially a ride-or-die adventure. The forecast was for chilly temperatures until midday, so Abigail slid a black sweater with gray trim hood over Flick’s lithe body. She just loved how it complimented his stark white fur. If it got too warm, she could always take it off of him.

After putting on her own jacket, Abigail stuffed Flick into his crossbody pet sling where he rested at her side, and they headed to Frost Bites. Her mother or father would be there to start the day, preparing to open the restaurant at six. There was also a good chance Tucker would be coming in for breakfast. He often did on Sundays.

When Abigail stepped through the back door of Frost Bites and into the kitchen, she was immediately hit with the smell of sizzling bacon and the bluesy hard rock tones of Aerosmith blasting the small room. Her mother was there. If it were her father, he’d be listening to Vivaldi.

Abigail turned down the sound system as she spotted her mother stooping in front of the refrigerator digging for something.

“Morning, Mom.”

The diminutive woman popped up and smiled. Her gray-speckled brown hair was hidden, swathed tightly in a rainbow-colored head wrap. “Mornin’ to you,” she replied. “You’re out and about early for a Sunday.” She closed the refrigerator and walked to the counter and set a carton of eggs next to a stainless steel mixing bowl. At barely five-foot-one, Bertie was a half-foot shorter than her daughter, and a whole foot shorter than her husband of forty years, Harold. Abigail got her height from her dad, but she’d inherited her mother’s full-figured curves.

“Does this have anything to do with that body in the clinic’s cold room?” Bertie asked, side-eyeing her daughter.

Abigail crossed to a warming tray ready for the buffet table and helped herself to a slice of bacon. She pinched off a piece and fed it to Flick. “Liam told you, huh?” she replied, and bit into the meat for herself.

Abigail’s brother still lived at home with their parents. He may have been a wizard pastry chef—some say he made a deal with the devil to acquire his magical skills—but he was not good at managing his money. His head was always in a cloud of puff pastry, with no time for profit and loss statements.

“Yeah,” her mother confessed as she cracked eggs into the bowl. “Liam said you found the poor guy.”

Abigail waved her bacon in the general direction of Three Moose Pass. “Tuck and I’d gone fishing. I spotted the man as we made our way downstream. That’s basically it.”

“That’s horrible,” Bertie gushed. Then she stopped her task, wiped her hands on her apron, and walked over to her daughter to lay a hand on her arm. “Are you alright? That’s unsettling, to say the least.”

“I’m okay,” Abigail reassured her. “But I can’t help thinking there’s more to it than a fisherman drowning.”

Her mother pulled a skeptical face, dropped her hand, and returned to her bowl of eggs. “Don’t go looking for trouble where there isn’t any,” she warned.

“It seems suspicious to me,” Abigail said as she filched a biscuit from the pan on the stove. She pointed the biscuit at her mother. “He’s not from around here, yet he’s found dead at a fishing hole only locals use, and he didn’t have any fishing gear. No pole or anything. I’m telling you, that poor man may very well have been murdered.”

“Where was he from?” Bertie asked.

“San Fran—”

Abigail was cut off by a stern voice behind her. “And how do you know where he’s from?”

Abigail and her mother turned to see Tucker standing there. Abigail nearly choked on her dry biscuit, and Flick burrowed deep into the sling.

Locking eyes on her, Tucker leaned casually against the door frame, folded his arms over his chest, and said, “I’ll ask you again. How do you know where he was from, Abigail?”


Chapter 5


“If you two are gonna fight,” Bertie motioned, “take it outside. I have work to do.”

Tucker pushed off the door frame and stared at Abigail. He wore an irritated and disappointed expression, along with his full Village Police Officer uniform. Eyes narrowed, he pointed to the back exit. Abigail caught his meaning and led the way out into the alley behind Frost Bites.

“Explain yourself,” he said as they moved away from the trash cans near the door. “You didn’t sneak into the clinic after hours, did you?”

“No, of course, not,” she protested in her best indignant tone. Flick popped his head out to sniff the fermenting trash they’d passed by, but Abigail pushed him back into the crook of the sling. She didn’t want to have to bathe him if he got into it.

Tucker ignored the ferret and cocked a disbelieving eyebrow at Abigail, and she finally said, “Fine. I found his ID when you went after the buggy yesterday.”

“Abigail,” he chided, “you could have tainted evidence.”

“Ah ha,” she blurted and jabbed the air with her pointer finger. “You do think something is going on, don’t you?” Tucker sighed and adjusted his ball cap. Abigail continued before he could say anything. “Besides, I’m not an idiot. I had on my gloves.”

When he simply stared out from under the brim of his hat at her, she asked, “What do you know about him? Did you learn where he was staying?”

Rubbing his hand over his chin, contemplating, Tucker finally said, “ I know I shouldn't be telling you this, but no, not yet. I did some research last night. You already know he’s from San Francisco.” Abigail grimaced when Tucker narrowed his eyes at her. “He’s a successful investor there. Owns a company called Quantum Capital. I planned to visit the lodges today to find out where he was staying and if anyone knows anything about him. State medical examiner is coming for his body this afternoon, and I hope to know something before then.”

“In that case, what are we waiting for? Let’s go,” Abigail exclaimed and pivoted to exit the alley. She stopped after a few steps when she realized he wasn’t with her and turned to face him. “Aren’t you coming?”

He walked slowly up to her. “I don’t know if you should be a part of this.”

“What? Why not?”

“You’re not an officer. Plus, you have trouble keeping that”—he paused and pointed to her mouth—”big thing on your face from running away with itself.”

Abigail wanted to protest about the size of her mouth, but considering the conversations she'd had in the last 24 hours….

Instead, she chose a different route. “Kaya isn’t an officer, but I’m sure she knows everything I do. Probably more.”

“Kaya is a doctor.”

“She’s a nurse practitioner. She’s not an officer any more than I am.”

When Tucker didn’t respond, Abigail pleaded, “Please, let me go with you. I promise I’ll stay quiet. I just want to be there. This is my town too you know”

“If I’d known the best way to keep you quiet was to let you investigate a crime, I would have done it a long time ago.”

Abigail’s brow went up, and she smiled. “You mean I can go?”

Tucker started walking. “Come on. Before I change my mind.”

The two skirted around Frost Bites and onto the boardwalk.

“Where are we going first?” Abigail asked.

“I planned to start with River’s Edge then hit Aurora Anglers and Misty Mountain. I figured somebody from one of them should know him.”

This made sense to Abigail. The three lodges sat within a one-mile radius of each other. Three fishing lodges in a community of only 143 people seemed a bit much. It got even stranger since all three were owned by the Coleman brothers, Mac, Jim, and Alex. None of them wanted to be partners with the other, so they’d each opened their own lodge. Mac was first, and when he was successful, Jim opened a slightly larger lodge, which then led Alex to build an even bigger one. The town folk called the trio of fishing lodges Coleman capitalism.

As they walked along, Abigail pulled Flick from the sling and nuzzled him to her chest while she hammered Tucker with questions. “Did Kaya examine the body? Could she tell how he died? What about the bruises she mentioned?”

“Are you gonna keep asking me these questions?”

“Yep. I promised not to talk at the lodges. You never said anything about the in-between times.”

Tucker glanced down at her, and she smiled up at him. He was hesitant, but he answered her questions. It was rare Tucker could resist her eyes and Abigail partially knew it since growing up so close to one another. “Kaya did a cursory exam. It’s hard to say when Harper actually died because of the water temperature, but she thinks it was not long before we found him.”

“Really? Oh, my god. If we’d have left on time, we might have been there when it happened.”

“Hmph, now you see the benefit of being on time?”

She cut him a glare and went on. “So, how did he die?”

“We’re pretty sure it was a drowning.”

“So what makes you think there might be something amiss? Could he have been drunk? Or didn’t you mention it could be a heart attack or a stroke?”

“Kaya found bruises on the back of his head and neck. Like someone held him underwater.”

Abigail gasped and came to a halt. “Seriously? Murder by drowning? Now that’s unusual. Drowning is not a common form of murder.”

Tucker adjusted his cap again. “Figures you would know that.” They resumed their walk, and he added, “Don’t repeat a word of this to anyone. You hear me?”

Abigail nodded, and like her brother the night before, she pinched two fingers together and zipped her lips. Then she scratched under Flick’s chin, as he gave her a whiskered kiss - apparently proud of her for attempting to stay quiet, and said to her pet, “Did you catch that? It may be a murder by drowning.”

Tucker rolled his eyes, and they stepped off the boardwalk, taking the trail to the River’s Edge Fishing Lodge. It was still early, nearly seven a.m., but there would be people up and around at the lodges. Guests would be having breakfast and preparing to depart for their excursions. River’s Edge was the largest of the three lodges in Shelter Mountain. With its main log cabin building that sleeps twelve and three private cabins that sleeps four people each, it stayed busy.

Abigail and Tucker walked up to the heavy wood door of the main lodge. She returned Flick to his sling as Tucker knocked on the door.

After a few seconds, Alex Coleman, owner of the River’s Edge, answered the door. “Hey, Tucker. Abigail. What brings you here?” Alex was the youngest of the three Coleman brothers. And as the owner of the largest of the three lodges, he enjoyed rubbing his brothers’ noses in it.

“We’d like to talk to you. Do you mind stepping outside for a minute?” Tucker asked politely.

Confusion clouded Alex’s face, but he replied, “Yeah, sure,” and stepped out, closing the door behind him.

As they stood on the covered deck, Tucker explained that the body of a man named Frank Harper had been found at Three Moose Pass, and they were trying to learn where he’d been staying.

“No way,” Alex said, surprised. “That’s awful. Any idea what happened?”

Tucker shook his head and gave Abigail a quelling look. She pressed her lips together in a display of silent sarcasm and reached her hand down to stroke Flick’s fur.

“No,” Tucker replied. “But we’re hoping to find out more about him—find his family.” Tucker took his phone from his uniform slacks’ pocket and opened the screen and pulled up a photo he’d taken of Frank Harper’s driver’s license. “Did you happen to see him anywhere around the village?”

Alex leaned closer to the phone. “No, I’ve never seen him before. I’m sorry, but we don’t have anyone here by that name. Have you tried Mac and Jim? Maybe he was staying at the Aurora or the Misty Mountain?”

“We’re on our way to see them after we leave here,” Tucker said. “You’ll let me know if you hear anything, though?” he added as he pocketed his phone again.

“Yeah, sure. Good luck,” Alex said before returning inside.

Abigail and Tucker walked back to the boardwalk and followed it until it ended and turned into a lightly graveled road. The Aurora Anglers Lodge was a quarter of a mile from the River’s Edge, and a half mile beyond it was the Misty Mountain Lodge. If there’s going to be a friendly sibling rivalry, it might as well be done in close proximity to each other.

The Aurora was a single building with two stories and dorm-like rooms. When Abigail knocked on the door, Bear Bates answered it. “Hey, Bear,” she greeted. “Looks like you’re ready for the day.” She gestured at the fishing gear he wore.

He pitched his head toward the inside of the lodge behind him. “‘Bout to take a crew out right now.”

“Is Mac up and around?” Tucker asked.

“Hell, yeah, I am. It’s fishin’ season, ain’t it?” Mac Coleman bellowed from inside the lodge. Then he appeared next to Bear. Bear, the giant that he was, inched back a step to allow Mac to move forward. “To what do I owe the pleasure of this visitation from my favorite ice cream maker and her security, so early on a Sunday morning?”

“I’m afraid it’s not pleasure, Mac,” Tucker replied.

“Oh?”

“We want to know if you’ve seen this man,” Abigail said and motioned for Tucker to show them the photo of Frank Harper.

Tucker gave her a look that said, you’re supposed to stay quiet, then he withdrew his phone. “His name’s Frank Harper. Was he staying here?”

“Frank?” a woman’s voice from somewhere inside called. “Is it Frank? Is he here?” The voice came closer and a petite woman with blond pixie-cut hair pushed her way between Bear and Mac. She looked beyond Abigail and Tucker, searching the gravel walk leading up to the lodge. “Is he with you? Is Frank with you?”

“Ma’am, do you know Frank Harper?” Tucker asked.

The woman’s blue eyes were wide, and Abigail thought she looked frightened.

“Yes, yes. Where is he? I waited for him to come downstairs this morning, and when he didn’t, I went up to his room. I just left there, but his bed wasn’t slept in.”

Abigail and Tucker exchanged glances.

“Is this the man you’re talking about?” Tucker held his phone up for the woman to see.

“Yes, that’s Frank. What are you doing with a photo of his driver’s license?”

“Mac,” Tucker said over the woman’s head, “is it alright if we come in?”

“Right now? We were about to go down to the boat,” Mac replied.

“If you don’t mind,” Tucker insisted, gesturing toward the living area just inside the lodge, ushering Mac and Bear back into the house.

The woman, however, remained in the open doorway. “What’s going on? Where is Frank?”

Abigail inched up to her and gently took her arm, steering her back inside. “Let’s go inside where it’s warm and dry.”

Mac led the way to the big living area with three oversize sofas arranged in a U-shape around a fireplace, a cozy flame burning inside it. A few other people must have heard the commotion because they filtered in from the dining area. Abigail focused on the woman beside her, guiding her to a spot nearest the fire. Her khaki waders rustled as the woman sat, and Abigail lowered herself next to her.

“Where’s Frank?” the woman repeated, a little more urgently.

Abigail glanced at Tucker who took a seat on the sofa across from them. “Ms. uh…”

“Dobbs. Brittany Dobbs.”

“Are you related to Mr. Harper, Ms. Dobbs?” Tucker asked.

From behind Tucker, a tall, slender redhead wearing pale blue waders scoffed, “She wishes.”

This drew Abigail’s attention. The woman was pretty, her auburn hair long and thick. She couldn’t wait to hear about the beef that was clearly running between the two.

Tucker twisted in his seat to look at the redhead. “And you are?”

She folded her arms across her expensive waders and said, “I might ask you the same thing.”

Abigail noticed a slight tick at the corner of Tucker’s right eye, an indication he was irritated. He stood again and presented his badge to the woman and the three men who, also dressed for fishing, entered the room with her. “I’m Tucker Glenn. Shelter Mountain Village Public Safety Officer. And I’ll ask again—you are?”

The woman’s smirk vanished, and she dropped her arms. “Katherine Bellamy.”

“If you don’t mind, Ms. Bellamy, would you and your friends have a seat?” Tucker pointed to the empty sofa, and all four sat on it.

Mac and Bear hovered between the sofa Tucker sat on and the one the other guests had taken. “What’s going on, Tuck?” Mac asked.

“I have some questions, and I may need to talk to all of you.”

“All of us?” Mac’s voice held an edge to it. “I have work to do before I can take these guys out on the water.” He pointed to the group on the sofa.

“It’s important, Mac,” Tucker replied.

Mac let out a loud sigh and stomped over to a side chair in the corner of the room. Bear took a seat on the same sofa Tucker was on and asked him softly, “What’s going on Tucker?”

Ms. Dobbs spoke up again, “Please tell me what’s happening. Where is Frank? Why are you here?”

Tucker replied, “Can I ask how you know Mr. Harper?”

“No,” she snapped. “I’m not telling you anything until you tell me where he is.”

Tucker gave Abigail a somber look. She nodded, almost imperceptibly, and laid a gentle hand on Brittany Dobbs’s arm as Tucker said, “I’m afraid he’s dead, Ms. Dobbs.”

The entire room gasped, while Brittany Dobbs yelped and clamped a hand over her mouth.

“For real?” Bear said.

Tucker nodded and glanced back at Mac. “Frank Harper’s body was found floating in the stream at Three Moose Pass yesterday.”

“No, no, no. That can’t be.” Britany Dobbs shook her head. “No. You’re wrong.”

“I’m sorry, Ms. Dobbs. I wish I was,” Tucker replied. “But Ms. Stone and I”—he pointed to Abigail —“were the ones who found him, and he had this ID on him.” He lifted his phone.

“My, god,” Mac said and dragged a hand down his face. “Did he drown?”

Tucker nodded. “As a matter of fact, he did.”

Brittany Dobbs scooted to the edge of her seat, and Abigail could feel her quaking beside her. She wanted to be a comfort to the woman, but she was watching the faces of the people around the room, trying to gauge their reactions.

“Where is this stream?” Ms. Dobbs asked. “What was he doing there? Is this one of the places where we were supposed to go fishing?” The last question she directed at Mac and then turned her confused gaze on Bear.

Mac’s brow furrowed. “No, we go to the inside waters and the ocean. Not the streams.”

“Then what was he doing there?” Brittany Dobbs’s voice rose. “Were any of you with him?” she asked the four guests seated on the sofa perpendicular to them. The redhead’s eyes bugged, while the men seated with her simply shook their heads.

A beat passed and Brittany Dobbs said to the redhead, “Katherine, are you behind this?”

“Me?” the woman exclaimed and thumbed her chest.

Then in a flash, conversation broke out amongst them. Finger-pointing and wild, vehement denials ricocheted as Tucker tried to settle them. Suddenly, he jumped to his feet and shouted, “Quiet. All of you.”

It’s hard to say whether it was the chaos in the room or the lure of something shiny on the floor that he recognized, but Flick picked that moment to jump from his sling, dash across the room, and scale Mac’s leg to sit in his lap, dooking and hissing.


Chapter 6


Abigail shot across the room and retrieved Flick from the place he’d finally settled on the arm of the chair Mac sat in, seemingly calm now. She returned the ferret to his sling and zipped him inside. Flick wasn’t too happy about it, whining at her, and stuck his tiny nose out of one of the grommet-lined breathing holes.

“I’m so sorry, Mac,” she said. “You must smell like meat. Did you have sausage for breakfast?”

When Mac flattened his lips and gave no response, Abigail backed up to return to her seat beside Brittany. All eyes were on her as she went. Especially Tucker’s angry green ones.

“I’m sorry,” she apologized again, this time to the room in general. “He… I…” She shut up then and sat down.

Tucker withdrew a notepad and ink pen from his jacket pocket, and continued asking, “Are you all staying here together?”

“Yes,” the woman named Katherine answered. “It was supposed to be a company retreat. Frank brought us here to go fishing.” She waved a hand in front of her clothing. “We were just about to go out.”

“By company, you mean Quantum Capital?” Tucker said.

Brittany Dobbs nodded and sniffled, and Abigail produced a tissue from her jeans pocket to give to the woman.

“Frank is—was—the owner and CEO of Quantum Capital,” Brittany said. “We all work for him.” She motioned to the group on the sofa.

Abigail glanced at Tucker and wondered what he was thinking and if it was the same thing she was ruminating on. This was a large suspect pool—5 people, all employees of the dead man.

“When did you all arrive?” Tucker asked.

“Yesterday,” Brittany replied.

Tucker turned to Mac then. “So, today was to be their first excursion?”

“That’s right.”

“Then why do you suppose Harper was out fishing at Three Moose Pass? Alone?”

Mac shrugged. “No clue.” He stood up then. “Bear is about to take them out on their first trip in a few minutes.”

Bear frowned and he shifted on the sofa, as he looked from his employer to Tucker.

Tucker turned an annoyed gaze on Mac. “Not now, he’s not. A man is dead, his body found in a place it shouldn’t have been, and we need to know why. So, consider all of Aurora Angler’s activities canceled for the time being.”

“Oh, yeah,” Mac replied, adjusting his tone. “Of course. I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”

Getting back to his notebook, Tucker flipped it open and clicked the tip of his pen. “Ms. Bellamy, you say you all worked for Mr. Harper? What was your role with the company?”

Katherine Bellamy didn’t respond. Instead, she looked around the room, first at the three men sitting beside her and finally at Brittany Dobbs. Her gaze darkened as she stared at the woman. “I’m Frank and Brittany’s Executive Assistant.”

As Tucker made notes on his pad, Abigail made notes in her mind. There was a palpable tension between these two women. At least on Katherine Bellamy’s part. She made no attempt to hide her disdain for Brittany Dobbs.

“What exactly do you—” Tucker was cut off by the ringing of his phone. Juggling the pen and pad, he picked up the phone that had been resting on the sofa cushion next to him. “Hello?” Seconds passed before he replied, “All right. I’ll be right there.”

Tucker stood then and shoved his phone into his slacks and the pen and pad back into his jacket pocket. He made a motion with his head Abigail knew meant she should join him, so she stood. “The medical examiner is here to pick up Frank Harper’s body.”

“Medical examiner?” Mac said. “What do you need a medical examiner for?”

“Frank Harper was from out of state,” Tucker said. “He died in a place he shouldn’t have been. Plus, no one here seems to know why he was there. You can see how this raises some questions.”

Mac scrubbed his hand back and forth over the top of his short-cropped gray hair. “You aren’t saying he was killed, are you? Like someone killed him?”

Brittany Dobbs emitted a pathetic peep then and buried her face in her hands. “Oh, god. This can’t be happening. Frank, Frank…”

Tucker pressed on. “We don’t know what happened. That’s why I’m going to have to ask all of you to remain here until I can come back.”

Frustrated murmurings skittered around the room, and Mac complained, “Seriously, Tuck?”

Katherine Bellamy interrupted, “There’s more going on here, isn’t there?” and her three coworkers leaned closer to whisper together.

“I’ll be back. But until then, no one is to leave this building or Shelter Mountain. I will alert Last Frontier Seaplanes that no one is to be flown out until further notice.”

“Is this really necessary?” Mac asked.

“Yes, it is." Tucker walked across the braided wool rug toward the front door, Abigail scrambling behind him, snatching glances at the people they were leaving behind.

Abigail held her breath as they exited the building and stepped back onto the path that led to the boardwalk. She expected Tucker to blow up on her about Flick’s little escape. Instead, he was quiet. She struggled to keep up with his long stride, taking two steps for every one of his. She wanted him to just explode already. The waiting was torture.

He came to an abrupt stop and whirled about to look down at her. She put on the brakes herself and prepared for the butt-chewing she knew was coming.

“What do you think?” he asked.

“Huh?”

“What was your take on the group?”

Flick squirmed inside his sling. He’d had enough of his confinement. Abigail shushed him and said, “You’re asking me what I think?” and pressed a hand to her chest.

“Yeah. I know you were taking it all in. What’s your takeaway?”

“Well… One thing is for sure, there’s bad blood between Katherine Bellamy and Brittany Dobbs. At least on Bellamy’s part.”

Tucker’s jaw shifted as he contemplated. “Yeah. I noticed that. But Dobbs seemed genuine. She appeared to be surprised when she learned Harper was dead. Did you think Bellamy acted strangely when Dobbs asked her if she had anything to do with Harper’s death?”

“Do you mean strangely or guilty?”

“Both,” Tucker replied.

“She’s guilty of something. That’s for sure. And she straight up couldn't hide her jealousy of Brittany.”

Tucker nodded solemnly. “I wonder if she’s jealous enough for murder.”

Right then a seaplane buzzed overhead, and Tucker lifted his gaze skyward. “Let’s go. The medical examiner is here.”

They sprinted for the clinic, making it there at the same time the medical examiner did. Kaya stood at the front door of the building, ready to greet them. Abigail and Tucker already knew the seaplane driver, Adam Richey, but Kaya introduced them to the medical examiner.

“Tucker, this is Declan Quinn, Alaska State Medical Examiner. Mr. Quinn, this is Tucker Glenn, Shelter Mountain’s VPSO, and this is…”

Abigail held her breath as Kaya fumbled for a way to introduce her. She was terrified she might say something like, “This is Abigail Stone, Shelter Mountain’s ice cream churner.” But she said, “This is Abigail Stone, a colleague of ours.”

“How do you do,” Mr. Quinn said.

“Come this way,” Kaya motioned. “I’ll show you to the body.”

Tucker took Abigail by the arm and pulled her back a step. “I need you to wait out here. Will you tell Adam what’s going on with the group from Aurora Anglers? Make sure he knows no one is to leave.”

Abigail bit her lip and looked over at Adam who leaned against one of the metal pillars supporting the clinic’s covered entryway. “Do I have to?”

“Yes,” Tucker replied, then softened. “Please? I know it sucks, and I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t have to right now.”

Abigail looked through the clinic’s glass door at Kaya and Mr. Quinn as they walked deeper inside. Then she glanced at the seaplane driver again. She wanted to go with Tucker, for more reasons than one. While she knew Tucker understood her reluctance to talk to Adam Richey, she’d narrowly escaped being kicked out of Aurora Anglers after Flick’s stunt. It wouldn’t be wise to push her luck.

Her shoulders drooped, her hand reluctantly faced palm up towards him and she groaned, “Fine. Just go. Tag me.” Instead, Tucker swiftly planted a kiss on her cheek and stepped through the glass door of the clinic to join Kaya and the medical examiner. Taken off guard at Tucker’s tag, Abigail stood frozen, her cheeks reddening from the flush she felt after the contact of Tucker’s lips. Only after Flick’s chittering impatience did she snap back to the task at hand. She cleared her throat, recomposed herself, and started walking toward where Adam lounged like he hadn’t a care in the world. She moved slowly, dreading talking to him, especially after feeling a bit flushed from Tucker’s kiss. Not that she minded passing Tuck’s message, but she and Adam had a past. One she’d rather forget.

To give her hands something to do, Abigail unzipped the sling and took out Flick who was happy to be free. She cradled him in her arms and ran her fingers through his fur for mental support, as she noticed Adam’s red and tan Last Frontier Seaplanes hat sitting low on his forehead as if he were ready to take a nap. His sandy brown hair curled out around the edges of the cap, and Abigail thought about the number of times she’d run her fingers through it much like she was Flick’s right then.

“How’s it going, Abby?” Adam asked without bothering to lift the brim of his hat and look her way. “I see you still have that weasel.”

“He’s a ferret,” she snapped.

He nodded and smiled, the corner of his lip ticking up flirtatiously. Where she may have once thought it flattering, Abigail now found it turned her stomach.

“Why aren’t you dishing up ice cream?” he asked. Then he lifted his cap, pushed off the pillar, and faced her.

She focused on Flick and replied without making eye contact. “We’re closed on Sundays.”

He cocked his head sideways as he looked her up and down. “I thought I’d go grab a bite to eat at your mom and dad’s place while I waited on the doctor. Wanna come?”

“No, I can’t. Busy. I’m helping Tucker with this case.”

Adam snickered. “You mean you’re still chasing around after him?”

“Look,” Abigail said through tight lips, narrowing her eyes at him, “Tuck asked me to tell you not to fly out anyone from the Quantum Capital group staying at Aurora Anglers until he says so.”

“Well, you know I always wanna do what Tuck says,” Adam emphasized Abigail’s shortened form of Tucker’s name.

“Just do it,” she demanded. “All right?”

Adam stepped closer to her so that she had to lift her face to his or stare at his chest. When she did, he winked and said, “Anything, for you, Abby.”

Abigail narrowed her eyes even further. “You can’t do any better than that?” she challenged him.

Adam chuckled. “Ah, you know all my moves.”

“And they don’t work anymore.”

He stepped around her but remained close enough that he shoulder-bumped her as he went by. “When you get tired of chasing that pretend cop, you know where to find me.”

Abigail spun on her heels to glare after him. She searched the ground for a rock or something to throw at him but thought better about it. If Tucker caught her doing something like that in front of the state medical examiner, he’d have her hide. She thought he wouldn’t blame her though.

When Adam was out of sight, Abigail debated going into the clinic to see what was happening, but she doubted that was a good idea. Instead, she walked across the boardwalk to the side platform that led to the library. If she was going to return to the Aurora with Tucker to interview the suspects, she’d need something to take notes on.

She reached the entry, hoisted Flick up onto her shoulder where he assumed his position as a living scarf, and went inside. After locating an Alaska State Library notepad on the checkout desk, she dug through its drawers to find an ink pen. Satisfied with her find, she and Flick went back outside and crossed the boardwalk to the clinic’s alley opening. She arrived in time to see Tucker and Kaya pushing a gurney out of the backdoor while Quinn held it open. Abigail glanced over her shoulder and down the boardwalk. It was a Sunday, so only a few people milled about. None of them seemed to take notice of what was happening behind the clinic.

Before entering the alley, Abigail said to Flick, “Sorry, buddy,” and boosted him off her shoulder. “But you have to stow away. Can’t have the medical examiner seeing you, thinking you’re a rodent that would contaminate evidence.” She inserted the ferret into his sling without much protest, then pushed the notepad and pen into the back pocket of her jeans and rushed to catch up with Tucker, Kaya, and Declan Quinn.

She caught up with them on the clinic’s private path leading to the water’s edge and the seaplane docked there. The gravel trail was for the clinic’s use only, for delivering supplies from planes or patients to be taken to Juneau. As they all drew closer, Tucker and Kaya brought the gurney to a halt on the dock alongside the seaplane. Declan Quinn stood out of his and Kaya’s way as they prepared to load Frank Harper’s body into the plane.

When Tucker opened the plane’s door, Abigail rushed over and asked, “Need a hand?”

“Kaya and I’ve got it,” Tucker said, as he motioned to Kaya to use the handles of the body bag to lift Frank Harper into the hull of the aircraft.

Abigail stood there, feeling awkward and useless.

Once Tucker and Kaya had Frank Harper loaded, they double-checked he was secured and wouldn’t move if the plane hit turbulence. Kaya jumped out first, followed by Tucker.

Mr. Declan shuffled over to join them. “I’ll send you an email with the report after the autopsy is completed,” he told Kaya. Then he turned to Tucker and extended a hand. “Thank you. I assume you notified the troopers.”

Tucker shook the man’s hand. “Yes, sir. They’ll be out as soon as possible.”

“Not like there’s any hurry now. The man can’t get any deader,” the examiner replied and snickered like he’d made a joke.

“Where’s Adam?” Tucker asked Abigail.

She pointed toward town. “He said he was going to Frost Bites for something to eat.”

Tucker planted his hands on his hips and glowered. “Did he forget he has a job to do?”

“Don’t worry about it,” Dr. Quinn chimed in. “I can wait on the plane until he gets here. I’m used to hanging out with dead bodies.” He let out another snicker.

“I’ll go after him,” Tucker retorted. “He can get his food to go. Come on,” he barked at Abigail, and Abigail and Kaya both fell in with him as he traversed up the dock.

“Why’d you let him go to the cafe?” Tucker asked.

Abigail was back to two steps to his every one, only it was worse now because Tucker was clearly upset with Adam and moving fast. “Oh, I don’t know,” she huffed. “Maybe because I’m not Adam Richey’s keeper.”

“I asked you to do one thing.”

“And I did it, Tuck,” Abigail snapped. “I told Adam not to take anyone from the Quantum Capital group to the city. You never said anything about making him stay near the plane.”

“I figured you had enough sense to know that.”

Abigail shot daggers at him. The spot on her cheek where his lips had been now flushed red hot with anger. She wondered if the plane could hold two bodies.


Chapter 7


“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Kaya said and grabbed Abigail and Tucker’s arms, jerking them to a stop. “Just chill a minute, you two.”

“I don’t have time to chill, Kaya,” Tucker replied as he pulled away from her. “The state medical examiner is sitting back there in a seaplane with the corpse of Frank Harper while Adam Richey is flirting his way through town. And if I don’t get back to the Aurora and start asking questions, the state troopers are going to show up here and wanna know why I’ve been sitting around with my thumb up my ass.”

Abigail felt a stab to the chest. She had no idea those things were going through his mind. “Tuck—” she whispered, the heat leaving her face, but Kaya cut her off.

“Did you sleep last night?” she asked him.

He mumbled and looked away. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

“Have you eaten anything today?”

He looked back at her, sheepishly. “No.”

“All right then. There’s at least part of the problem.”

Tucker frowned.

“You’ve been through a lot in the last twenty-four hours. You recovered a dead body—the body of a man who was most likely murdered—and you’re running on no food or sleep.”

Tucker’s features relaxed as her observations settled on him.

“After you find Adam and tell him to get back to the plane, get something to eat while you’re at Frost Bites. Take a break, eat, and regroup. See if that doesn’t take the edge off.”

Abigail was impressed. Kaya’s nurse practitioner training took control of the situation, forcing Tucker to realize he needed to take care of himself. The fact that they’d just loaded a corpse into a seaplane hadn’t unnerved her at all. Calm and cool. That was her Kaya. The corners of Abigail’s mouth slightly turned up in adoration of her friend.

“Now you two apologize,” Kaya told them.

Abigail’s slight smile quickly faded. She wanted to say she hadn’t done anything wrong, but Kaya’s narrowed, demanding eyes suggested otherwise.

“You’re right. I’m sorry.”

“Kaya’s right,” Tucker sighed, his whole body looked like it was ready to collapse in on itself. “I’m on edge. I’m sorry too. Let’s go find that numskull Richey and get something to eat, Abs.” He held out his palm, face up. He didn’t need to say it.

Abigail smacked his palm with her own. Her smile returned.

Kaya rolled her eyes before she turned to head back to the clinic to lock it up since it wasn’t open on Sundays. Abigail and Tucker moved on to Frost Bites. When they entered, they spotted Adam at a booth in the corner, trying to coax the waitress to sit with him. She’d walked away by the time they reached him.

“Tucker Glenn,” Adam said by way of greeting. He cut a knowing gaze at Abigail that shifted to ridicule when he looked at Tucker. “I hear you two are playing detective. You got a badge and everything.”

Abigail noticed Tucker’s hands fist at his sides. Luckily, Tucker didn’t take the bait.

“Richey, the body is loaded, and the medical examiner is in the plane. Waiting on you.”

Abigail snatched a quick look around the cafe, with its plank floors and rustic decor. There were a few guests seated at rough-hewn wood tables near them, so she was surprised Tucker hadn’t bothered to lower his voice.

Adam tossed his napkin on top of his plate, and replied, “I’m heading that way now.”

Abigail and Tucker backed up to allow space for Adam to unfold himself from the booth and stand. After another derisive look at Tucker, Adam focused on Abigail. “It’s good to see you again, Abby. Maybe I’ll stop by for something sweet next time I’m in town.” Then he walked between Abigail and Tucker, forcing them apart.

They turned in unison to watch him stroll out of the restaurant and head down the boardwalk. Bertie walked up beside Abigail then. “Did he just leave without paying?”

“Yep,” Tucker replied.

“Same old Adam,” Abigail said.

Tucker moved to take a seat at a clean booth, and Abigail said to her mother, “We’re staying to grab a bite.” Then she sat on the bench across the table from Tucker, unzipped Flick’s sling, and let him out. “Poor buddy,” she said, holding him up before her face and nuzzling his nose with hers. “You’ve been stuck in there for ages, huh?”

Bertie stepped closer, and Abigail put Flick on her shoulder who assumed his usual scarf-like position. “Before you give me your order, I want the latest news, not this gossip mess. People are saying things, speculating about the dead man you found, Tucker.”

“Hey,” Abigail squawked. “I’m the one who found him.” Then she tried to lighten Tucker’s mood and teased, “I’m just letting Tuck help me with the investigation.”

Making an attempt to acknowledge her good-natured ribbing, he smiled slightly and harrumphed. “All I know so far is that the victim was a wealthy business owner from California.”

“Victim? So, you really do think it was murder?”

Tucker crooked his head around the side of the booth to see if anyone was listening. Abigail didn’t recognize anybody there, which meant they weren’t townies. One old man eyed Flick, but none of them seemed to care about their conversation. Tucker lowered his voice nonetheless. “We won’t know for sure until the autopsy, but there were some things suspicious about it all. After we eat, we’re going back to the Aurora to see if we can learn anything.”

“Why the Aurora?” Bertie asked, pressing. Abigail clearly got her inquisitive nature from her mom.

“That’s where the man was staying,” Abigail replied. “A whole group of his friends are there.”

Bertie’s brow went up. “I bet that has Mac’s panties in a wad.”

“You could say that,” Tucker chuckled.

“Well, what’ll you two have?” Bertie switched to restaurant proprietor mode, and they ordered their meals.

When her mother had gone, after returning Flick to his owner’s shoulders, Abigail leaned in and stacked her forearms on the tabletop. “Speaking of Mac. Do you think he was acting weird?”

“Hard to say with Mac,” Tucker replied. “But he did seem in a hurry to get out of there.”

Abigail sat back and considered this as she stared across the room at a wall hanging. It was a hand-quilted map of Shelter Mountain Ms. Phillips had made. The woman hadn’t left out any details either. Right there in her meticulous stitching sat the post office and library, the local real estate building, Flour Power and Sweet Street, and even the boardwalk down the middle of town. It was all there with Frost Bites front and center. Ms. Phillips really was talented.

“Yeah,” Abigail surmised. “You would think since the dead man was last seen at Mac’s lodge, he’d be more interested in getting to the bottom of things.”

Tucker gave her a warning. “Like your mother said this morning. ‘Don’t go looking for trouble where there isn’t any.’”

“Yeah…I know,” she sighed, but she still thought Mac’s reaction was odd.

Their food arrived, and as with their walk, Abigail struggled to eat as quickly as Tucker did. He’d wolfed down a double meat, double cheese, bacon burger before she’d eaten half of her deli sandwich. Bertie fixed them both strong-brewed cups of coffee to go. “To keep you alert,” she told them. Once they were full, they headed back to the middle brother’s lodge.

Flick rode on Abigail’s shoulder, happily taking in the fresh air as he sniffed about, and as she sipped her coffee. Tucker was quiet, and Abigail wanted to break the tension that still seemed to be between them. “Look, I really am sorry about what happened down by the dock. It’s just… Adam has this way of putting me in a pissy mood.”

“You and almost everyone else in town,” Tucker agreed.

“Including you?”

“Including me.”

They continued on, leaving the boardwalk and following the gravel path. Abigail thought of another line from her and Gavin’s most recent Amelia Peppercorn novel: A good cup of tea can solve even the most perplexing murder. At least, that's what I've found in my years as a detective and a connoisseur of fine blends. Abigail wondered if she could get Anita Rawlings, the Aurora’s cook, to make some chamomile tea. It might relax the suspects into spilling the truth.

Before they reached the Aurora, Tuck pulled up to a stop. “I’m going to have the Quantum Capital group gather in the main room again to question them. I want to watch their reactions to my questions and to each other. I need you to be alert. Watch for anything suspicious. Tag?”

Abigail’s pulse quickened at the thought of interrogating possible perpetrators and sussing out clues. However, she tried not to show her excitement. If she didn’t act professionally, Tucker might retract tagging her in next time.

“Tag.” She punched his upper arm. It didn’t give much. She shook her hand out. “Ow.”

“You have to put him away.” Tucker grinned as he pointed at Flick. “I don’t want any more distractions.”

“Yeah, of course, sure.” She wasn’t about to argue. She knew when it was time to rein in her obsessions over getting involved in things she was passionate about. Well, most of the time anyway. Lifting Flick from her shoulder, she snuggled him to her chest and stroked his long, lean back. “Sorry, baby. Momma’s got work to do.”

“Seriously?” Tucker snickered. “Baby? Momma?”

“Hey, don’t make fun of my fur baby.” She bundled her adopted fluffy child into his sling. “Ready when you are.” She caught a glimpse of his face softening, if only for a fleeting moment, as his eyes met hers before he averted them, once Flick was safely restrained.

As they approached the Aurora, Abigail noticed Bear outside the building, chopping wood. She waved a hand overhead. Bear stopped and wiped his brow, as Tucker called out, “I assume everyone is still inside?”

“Yeah,” Bear replied. “No one’s left since you were here, just like you asked.”

Abigail and Tucker mounted the stairs to the lodge, knocked on the door, and waited for admittance. Anita let them in.

“Is Mac around?” Tucker asked.

“I think he’s upstairs,” she answered as they followed her into the interior of the building.

Abigail spotted the three Quantum Capital men who were with Katherine Bellamy that morning. They were now seated at the long table in the dining room off the kitchen where they played cards, their voices loud and boisterous as if they didn’t have care in the world. They’d changed from their fishing wear into everyday clothes—jeans and long-sleeve sweaters and name-brand sweatshirts.

Tucker cleared his throat to get their attention. “If you would, gentleman, please join us in the great room.”

The men swapped glances, laid their cards on the table, and stood to move into the next room. Between the uncomfortable exchange between Katherine and Brittany and Flick’s little caper, Abigail hadn’t really taken notice of the men earlier.

As she and Tucker followed the men into the oversized living room, she became aware of how different these men were from the average string of fishermen coming through town. Like the victim, it was obvious these guys used their hands for pounding on keyboards rather than chopping wood or gutting a hundred-pound king salmon. Would one of them use such hands to hold a man’s head underwater until he stopped breathing?

All three men took seats on the same sofa they had sat on that morning. Tucker returned to the place he’d been, and this time Abigail sat with him. When Tucker took out his notepad, Abigail dug into her back pocket and pulled out the Alaska State Library notepad and ink pen she’d swiped earlier.

“I don’t want to waste any more of your time than I have to,” Tucker began. “So, we’ll just get started.” Flipping open his notepad, he pointed to the man on the end closest to Abigail and himself. “What’s your full name?”

The man cleared his throat, but his voice was raspy when he replied, “Robert Alvarez.”

Abigail jotted down his name at the top of her pad and noted he seemed a bit nervous when he cleared his throat and said his name.

“What is your position with the company, Mr. Alvarez?” Tucker asked.

Robert Alvarez rubbed his hands up and down the length of his jeans. “I’m Quantum’s CSO.”

Tucker glanced at Abigail, and she shrugged. Then he asked, “And what exactly is that?”

“Chief Security Officer.”

Tucker arched a brow. “You were Frank Harper’s security guard?”

Abigail swallowed a snicker because she was sure she knew what Tucker was thinking. This suit was a security guard? With his sleek black hair—no doubt kept that way with expensive products—and average build, he didn’t appear the bodyguard type.

“I’m not that kind of security,” the man replied, and a blush spread beneath his light beige cheeks.

“No?” Tucker questioned. “What kind of security are you?”

“Everything I do is on paper. Well, on the computer. I’m in charge of the company’s cyber security. Digital—data and the like.”

“How long have you been with Quantum?” Tucker said.

Mr. Alvarez turned to his coworkers as if looking for confirmation from them as he answered, “A year? I started right after you, right, Hiroshi?”

“You don’t know how long you’ve worked there?” Tucker commented.

“Yeah, yeah. A year. I’ve been there a year.”

Abigail wrote all of this down, including the man’s continued anxiousness.

“Where were you yesterday during the hours of 10:00 a.m. and 3:00 p.m.,” Tucker asked.

“After we arrived, I was here all day. Hiroshi and I were in an epic battle on Chronicles of Aetheria all morning. Then we went to the sauna after lunch.”

“You were in an epic battle of Chronicles of Aetheria?” Incredulity punctuated Tucker’s comment.

“Yeah. We play all the time.”

“So, you’re telling me you came to the Alaskan bush to play a video game?”

Alvarez’s cheeks flushed again. He looked at his fellow gamer and chuckled. “Well, yeah.”

As she wrote down Alvarez’s responses, Abigail thought about a new ice cream flavor. Fatal Frost. It could be a creamy vanilla with swirls of caramel and chunks of chocolate-covered espresso beans that represent the battles and triumphant moments experienced in the game. Quickly, she flipped the page of her notepad and scrawled the idea down before Tucker moved on to the next guy on the sofa.

“Hiroshi? What’s your last name?”

The youngest gentleman sat forward, his black hair falling across one eye. He smoothed the side part into place then clasped his hands between his knees.“Ito,” he replied. “Hiroshi Ito.”

“And according to your gamer buddy, you’ve been with the company for over a year? What do you do for Quantum Capital?”

“CDO, Chief Data Officer. I work in analytics, market research, and data processing software. But there’s no need for you to go any further,” he said.

“No?” Tucker asked and narrowed his gaze. “Why not?”

“Because I know who killed Frank Harper.”


Chapter 8 


Abigail lurched to the edge of the sofa, unable to contain herself. “You know who killed Frank Harper?” She blurted out. “Who?”

Tucker extended his arm to hold her back. She looked at him and wanted to shut up, but her curiosity took control. “What makes you think you know who killed him?”

Hiroshi Ito pitched a shoulder, looked at his two coworkers, then replied, “We all know.”

“You all know?” Tucker said incredulously.

“Yeah. We all know who it must have been,” the third man chimed in.

“Oh, my god,” Abigail exclaimed. “Really?”

“Wait a minute,” Tucker interrupted and scooted to the edge of the sofa as Abigail had. “Who are you? What’s your role with Quantum Capital?”

Abigail was practically vibrating with the need to hear who they thought the killer was, and Tucker wanted the guy’s name and job description? Unbelievable.

“Timothy Wagner. I’m Quantum’s Chief Technology Officer.”

“Isn’t that the same thing as Ito?” Tucker pointed his pen at Hiroshi Ito.

Timothy Wagner shook his head. “Not really. I oversee the development and dissemination of technology.”

Tucker stared at him a moment then gave his head a slight shake. “All right. So, were you playing this epic Chronicles of Aetheria battle with Alvarez and Ito? Did you go to the sauna?”

Abigail was about to jump out of her skin. Why didn’t Tuck just let them say who they thought the killer was?

Wagner swallowed, and Abigail heard it from where she sat. He was slight, on the shorter side of average height, and very pale-skinned. Still young, but his brown hair was already thinning on the top. He was so jittery, if Ito hadn’t been about to reveal the killer, she might have suspected this scrawny guy did it.

“No, sir,” Wagner said timidly. “I don’t play video games. I went for a walk around town shortly after we arrived yesterday. I stopped by the ice cream shop.” Abigail perked up when he said that. Evelyn or Noah could confirm his presence. “After that, I went to the library,” he continued, “hung around there for a while, then brought some books back here. I stayed in my room the rest of the day.”

Tucker scribbled on his notepad, reminding Abigail that her pad lay on the sofa next to her, cast aside when she thought she was about to learn the identity of the murderer. Frustrated, she picked up the pad, scrawled something on it, then shoved it into Tucker’s line of vision. He read it and then frowned at her, and ignored her plea for him to ASK THEM who did it.

“So, you two,” Tucker pointed at Hiroshi Ito and Robert Alvarez, “were playing video games and hanging out in the sauna.”

“That’s right,” Alvarez replied.

“And you,” he singled out the frail-looking Timothy Wagner, “were walking around town, having an ice cream, and checking out books.”

“Yes, sir,” the man replied.

Abigail could stand it no longer and Flick knew it. He squirmed inside his sling, pawed at the zipper, then stuck his nose through the breathing holes and chittered. Abigail rushed to cover the noise and found herself practically shouting, “Who do you think killed Frank Harper?”

Again, the men swapped glances, and Hiroshi Ito spoke up. “Katherine Bellamy.”

“Huh.” Abigail gasped.

“Oh, that’s rich,” a woman’s voice said from the opening of the living room. Everyone turned to see Katherine Bellamy and Brittany Dobbs standing there.

“Especially coming from you Hiroshi,” Katherine remarked as she and Brittany entered the room.

The women headed straight for Hiroshi Ito, but Tucker stood and cut them off. “Please, step back. If you and Ms. Dobbs would have a seat.” He steered them around and pointed toward the sofa on the other side of them.

Brittany fiddled with the cuffs of her pink cashmere sweater and meekly obeyed, while Katherine lingered, glaring at Hiroshi Ito. “Why don’t you tell the detective why you say that, Hiroshi? Tell him.” Then she turned, walked to the sofa, and threw herself down onto it.

“Why do you say that?” Abigail asked Hiroshi Ito.

The man sneered at Katherine. “Because before Brittany came along, Katherine was Frank’s arm candy. He gave Brittany the job he promised to Katherine.”

Abigail’s eyes widened and she looked at Tucker who was focused on the woman in question.

“Is that true, Ms. Bellamy?” Tucker asked.

The messy auburn bun Katherine had piled on top of her head quaked with her anger. She shoved up the arms of her peach off-the-shoulder ribbed top as if readying for a fight. “What’s true is because of a single drunken hookup we had, Hiroshi thought I’d be his arm candy. A hookup, I regret, I might add.” Katherine’s eyes blazed. “Say I’m lying, Ito. Say. I’m. lying.”

“I will,” Hiroshi replied. “When you admit you killed Frank.”

“All right. That’s enough,” Tucker demanded, and the room fell silent.

Mac appeared in the opening to the entry of the room, then quickly made a U-turn and disappeared when he perceived the tension in the room. Abigail noticed, but she realized Tucker hadn’t.

Still focused on the women, Tucker asked, “Ms. Bellamy, where were you yesterday between 10:00 a.m. and 3:00 p.m.?”

“I uh… I was around here.”

“That whole time?” Tucker pressed.

“You went for a walk, remember?” Brittany said as if she thought she was helping the woman.

Katherine shot daggers at her. “Yes. I do remember. I was about to say that.” She looked back at Tucker. “I went for a walk in the morning. But I did not kill Frank.” The daggers turned to flames of fire when she directed this last part to Hiroshi. “If anyone had reason to kill Frank,” Katherine said, “it was you and Alvarez.” She pointed to Robert Alvarez.

Robert Alvarez in turn pointed to himself, and squeaked, “Meee?”

Katherine leaned against the sofa back and casually crossed her legs. “Frank knew you and your little buddy had forged your credentials.” She paused for effect, then sing-songed, “You weren’t qualified for your high-dollar security job for which you didn’t have the education or experience you reported. Not to mention you somehow managed to fake Alvarez’s background clearance. Yeah, Frank knew.”

Alvarez whipped his head about to Ito. Abigail decided immediately that neither of these two inept crooks committed a murder. They couldn’t even hide their workplace guilt from the woman who held their careers in her hand. There was no way that if they’d murdered Frank Harper they could sit there and not have revealed it to her. Er, Tucker. They’d reveal it to Tucker.

Shouting between the three broke out, and once again, Tucker stood, held out his hands at his sides, and put a stop to it. “Enough. Now unless one of you has evidence one or the other of you killed Frank Harper, shut up.” He looked at Hiroshi and Robert, and they shook their heads.

Then he turned and arched a questioning brow at Katherine. She shook her head and reluctantly mumbled, “No.”

Tucker sat down again and inhaled. “Okay. Ms. Dobbs? You’ve never said what your role with the company is.”

“COO, Chief Operating Officer.”

“And this is the job Frank Harper promised you?” Tucker asked Katherine.

Abigail watched the woman swallow her pride—literally—and look away, at nothing in particular. “Yes,” she muttered, “I was on track to be COO.”

“Executive Assistant to COO? Right? And I’m about to be President next week,” Hiroshi quipped.

“And why did Harper give the position to Ms. Dobbs? Abigail asked, ignoring the interruption.

“Because she was more qualified,” Hiroshi inserted.

Katherine’s gaze stayed focused across the room, refusing to acknowledge the man’s response, neither denying nor confirming it.

Tucker moved on. “And where were you during 10:00 a.m. and 3:00 p.m. yesterday, Ms. Dobbs?”

Brittany Dobbs eyes brimmed with unshed tears, and she touched her fingertips to her quivering lips before answering, “Here. Working.” She pointed to the dining table in the adjoining room. “The internet in my room kept dropping, so I came down here and worked at the dining table.”

“You were working while on a fishing vacation?” Abigail asked.

She shrugged. “It’s my job.”

Tucker chafed his knuckles over the stubble on his jawline. Then he looked at Abigail. “You got anything else?” His palm opening up to her. To anyone else it looked like a simple gesture to a comrade. To Abigail, it meant much more.

Abigail tried not to reveal her shock at him openly tagging her unbeknownst to the others in the room of their unspoken connection. She shook her head because the truth was, she was so caught off guard by him asking that she’d completely forgotten any questions she might have had.

“When is the group”—Tucker made a circle with his hand indicating the people on both sofas—“supposed to go back to Juneau for your flights home to California?”

Katherine, the executive assistant who no longer had a promotion in her future and who no doubt scheduled everything to do with the trip, answered, “The guys are supposed to fly out this Saturday morning. Brittany and Frank and—” She faltered and tried again. “Brittany and I leave that afternoon.”

Tucker nodded and curled his bottom lip into the top one. Deep in thought, he combed a hand through his thick hair. He stood as he shoved his pen and pad into his jacket pocket. “The seaplane driver was informed not to take any of you to Juneau. That stands until I say so.”

The men murmured amongst themselves, while Katherine purposefully looked away from Brittany.

“The state troopers should be here before your departure date, and they will take over the case. Until then, enjoy your stay in Shelter Mountain.” Then he strode for the exit.

Abigail was caught off guard. She gawped and looked around the room, then stood. “Um, thank you for your time. If any of you are out in town, stop by Sweet Street Ice Cream Parlor and have a scoop on me.” Then she actually bowed—a ridiculously awkward bow—and trailed after Tucker.

She found him waiting on the lodge’s wide deck. He had his jacket pushed back at the waist and his hands on his duty belt, pacing. Although Tucker wasn’t allowed to wear a gun, his belt held a taser, handcuffs, a tactical flashlight, a baton, mace spray, and a radio he could use to contact Kaya or the town mayor, Hilda Watkins, in emergencies.

“Well, I didn’t see that coming,” Abigail leaned against the deck railing next to where Tucker was passing. Hauling Flick’s sling around, she unzipped and opened it for him to dart out of it and up her arm, extending his nose to Tucker in a bid for attention.

Tucker reached his finger out to stroke the ferret’s head as he stared off into the woods beyond them and worked his jaw. “Yeah. They didn’t hesitate to throw Bellamy under the bus, did they?”

“Uhhh, maybe because she’s guilty?” Abigail said as Flick leaped from her shoulder onto the deck railing where he ran up and down it, sniffing the air.

“You don’t know that,” Tucker said, watching the ferret. “That could all be office drama. No truth to it.”

“Oh, there’s truth to it,” she declared. “You can tell by the way Katherine Bellamy doesn’t bother to cover her complete hatred of Brittany Dobbs. Brittany’s lucky she’s not the one who’s dead.”

“What about Ito and Alvarez? If Harper was on to them, they both stood to lose their jobs. I wouldn’t be surprised if between them they made $250K a year. Not to mention they were privy to Quantum Capital’s private inner workings. No doubt there were secrets Harper wanted kept secret.”

“Please,” Abigail waved a hand at him. “If those two are murderers, I’m Hermione Granger. They were dumb enough to think they could pull one over on a billionaire investor, but I don’t see them having the guts or brain power between them to commit murder.”

“A crime of passion doesn’t take guts. I would have thought you’d know that.” A sly smirk tugged at Tucker's lips.

Abigail huffed, slightly irritated at those lips right about now. “Oh, I know of crimes of passion, Tuck. Besides, they didn’t know Harper knew. Those two have their heads stuck in video games during their downtime. It wouldn’t take a lot of passion to hold an avatar’s head underwater. Do it enough times, maybe it wouldn’t in the real world either.” Abigail’s voice trailed off. She thought about earlier, her sudden urge to have Tucker’s body alongside Frank Harper. It only takes a frightful moment of passion to kill, apparently.

“Damn,” Tucker dropped his hands in frustration. “I want to have something conclusive by the time the troopers get here.”

Abigail knew Tucker’s ego was wrapped up in this. Understandably so. He held an enormous amount of regard for his position and loved Shelter Mountain wholeheartedly. Of course, he would care how he represented the town.

Pushing off the deck railing, she put a hand on the arm of his jacket. “We can do this. We will do this. Now, what do we know so far?”

They stood and watched as a haze started falling slowly in the air, and compared notes. Flick was doing his weasel war dance with a butterfly along the deck’s railing. His excitement to play with the butterfly warmed Abigail’s heart even though there was still a cold-blooded killer among them. Bear came around the side of the resort with a wheelbarrow full of wood and began pushing it up the disability ramp to stack it in a neat pile against the outside wall of the lodge.

“Hey, Bear,” Tucker said when he saw him.

“Sorry. I can come back later,” Bear replied, pointing at the loaded wheelbarrow.

“Naw, naw. Go ahead, man. We’re good.” Then Tucker continued his conversation with Abigail. “You’re right,” he admitted. “Katherine does have a stronger motive.”

“Yeah, real passion,” Abigail quipped. “Plus, she’s proven to be calculating.”

Tucker gave her a questioning look.

“She’s known about Ito and Alvarez and hadn’t told anyone yet. She’s been sitting on that information for the right time.” Abigail tipped her head at the lodge. “That was her right moment. She shut those two up. Fast.”

“Wait. No. She said Frank knew what they’d done.”

“She said it, but Brittany never said a word. Brittany is the Chief Operation Officer. There’s no way that if Frank knew he wouldn’t have told her. He owed no allegiance to those two. If Frank Harper knew what they had done, I guarantee you they wouldn’t have been on this trip. They’d be in the unemployment line.”

“You really think Katherine did it?” Tucker asked.

Abigail gave him a look that said it all.

“A female murderer. I hate to sound sexist, but I wasn’t expecting that.”

“Statistically speaking, upwards of forty percent of all murders are committed by—” Abigail froze mid-sentence. “Oh, crap.”

“What?”Tucker demanded. “Oh, crap about statistics?”

“No.”

“Then what?”

“Promise you won’t kill me.”

“I can never promise that.”


Chapter 9


Wringing her hands until her knuckles turned white with rhe sound of Bear stacking splintered logs on top of each other, Abigail confessed, “I may have kinda sorta accidentally taken evidence from the scene.”

“What?” Tucker shouted.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t think it had any connection whatsoever.”

“I told you not to touch anything. Didn’t I?”

“I know. I know. But Flick found it, and I—”

“What was it? What did you and that ferret take?” Tucker pointed at Flick, now sprawled comfortably on the deck railing next to Abigail’s elbow - the butterfly long gone.

“A bracelet.”

“Holy crap” Tucker whirled and took a couple of steps away. “Holy. Crap,” he said again and came back to tower angrily over her. “You took a bracelet from a crime scene? Are you out of your mind?”

Abigail put her palms out in front of her. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think there was anything to it. It looked like something a kid would buy, you know? Like those bracelets at the gift shop. Every kid in town has owned one at some point in their life. I swear, I wasn’t trying to take evidence. I didn’t think it was evidence. It was dirty and, and…"

Behind Tucker, Abigail noticed Bear look over his shoulder, and she just wanted to drop to the deck, slither off somewhere like the snake she was and hide.

“Please, Tuck, I’m sorry.”

“Where is it? The bracelet. Where is it? Tell me you did not throw it away.”

“No, no. It’s at home on my dresser in my jewelry dish. I was going to clean it up and post it on the community board to see if it belonged to any kids in town.” She realized a breath too late that was the wrong thing to say.

“You were going to clean it up and give it away? You are out of your damn mind.” Tucker’s voice echoed through the woods around them, and Abigail looked to see Brittany and Katherine in the big window of the lodge living room, holding the curtain out of the way, attempting to hear what the matter was.

“Tuck…” She jerked her eyes and said without moving her lips, “They’re watching and listening.”

Tucker snapped his gaze about to see the women there, and they jumped back out of sight. “C’mon,” he demanded and started down the stairs, taking them two at a time.

“Where are we going?” Abigail scrambled to grab Flick and drape him over her shoulders. She was nearly running to catch up with him.”

“For the buggy.”

“For the buggy? Why?”

“Because we’re going to the crime scene.”

“Ohhhh.”

“I want to head upstream and see if we can find anything besides a bracelet that might point us to Katherine as the killer.” He stopped so fast it nearly gave Abigail whiplash. Jaw clenched, he said, “Do not—do. not.—touch anything without me seeing it first. You got that?”

She bobbed her head rapidly, keeping her mouth shut.

She couldn’t help but notice that there was no hand tag this time.

Neither talked all the way back into town and to the office where Tucker had left his UTV parked earlier that morning. This time, Abigail was taking three steps to every one of Tucker’s exasperated ones. She was gasping for breath by the time she climbed into the buggy, and he cranked it up to head to Three Moose Pass.

There was no moose having a snack as they rode up the path. Tucker was driving so fast, she probably wouldn’t have had time to see it anyway. At one point, she placed a hand on Flick sitting on her shoulder to keep him from flying off. He wasn’t in his usual relaxed position, feeling Abigail’s tension in her shoulders.

Passing the bend where they’d found the body and then the spot they’d originally been fishing that morning, Tucker drove on for another half mile to where the banks of the stream became heavily overtaken by trees and undergrowth. Most people never fished beyond that point for one really important reason: grizzlies.

Tucker put the UTV into park, turned it off, sat there a beat, and pinched the bridge of his nose. He sighed and dropped his hand to stare out at the forest beyond the buggy. “You have one of two choices,” he said. “If you can’t use your brain and grasp the severity of this, then stay in the buggy.” Then he added, more softly, “There’s a lot on the line here, Abs.”

Abigail didn’t have to think long. Use her brain and support Tucker or sit in the buggy. “I’ll use my brain. I swear.” She held out her palm.

He hesitated for only a moment before he slapped her hand and hauled himself out of the vehicle, saying, “Then let’s go.”

She wasted no time. Abigail and Flick were out and by his side before Tucker had time to take his next breath.

“I want to work it like a grid,” he motioned. “I’ll walk off sections, we’ll check it, and move on.”

“Got it,” Abigail replied, and slowly, step by step, they scoured the bank.

After a while, Abigail checked her phone for the time. It was nearly seven o’clock. The sun wouldn’t set for another three hours, but Abigail was tired. She’d been up most of the night before, and the sandwich she’d had at Frost Bites was long gone. “Can we take a break?” she asked and lowered herself onto an ottoman-sized boulder. The second she did, Flick scooted from her shoulder and down her arm to scamper around the damp ground. “Hey, don’t go far and don’t touch anything,” she called after him.

Tucker ambled over and settled heavily on the boulder beside Abigail. She thought he looked like he carried the weight of the world. “I’m sorry,” she said again.

His gaze softened. “Me too. For the second time today,” he said. “It’s just… I can’t screw this up, Abs. I have to get it right.”

She put her hand on his where it held up his weight on the boulder next to her. “You will. I know you will.”

“I’m glad one of us knows it.”

A light mist descended on them, and Abigail pulled up the hood of her waterproof jacket. Tucker adjusted his hat and ignored the minuscule droplets. As the sound of the rushing water lulled them into an amiable silence, Abigail looked up to see Flick trotting their way, something white in his mouth. She stood and started toward him. “Flick?! What did I say? What have you got?” Flick decided it was time to play keep away and did a one-eighty to speed off in the other direction.

Tucker jumped to his feet. “What? What is it?”

“I don’t know. I seriously told him not to touch anything,” Abigail shouted over her shoulder. “Flick. Flick! You stop this instant. Fliiiick.” There must have been something in Abigail’s tone that told the ferret it was wise to stop because he did. When she caught up to him, she bent and retrieved a folded piece of paper from him. It was still dry, so the ferret couldn’t have found it laying on the ground. “It’s a piece of paper,” she told Tucker.

When Tucker joined her, she handed it to him, while she scanned the area around them, trying to discover where Flick had found it. “Look.” She pointed to a mound of rocks and twigs where a fishing pack lay open, its contents now spilled out.

They looked at each other and then bolted over to it. “Okay. Wait,” Tucker said and stopped before picking it up. Still holding the folded paper, he took a rubber glove from his pocket and squatted to his haunches. “We have to do this by the book,” he cautioned and used the glove to poke around through the spillage.

“There’s nothing but fishing junk inside,” Abigail said, disappointed. “What about the paper? It must have been in the pack. Flick probably got it out.”

Tucker rose to his feet and opened the piece of paper. “It’s a letter.”

“Oh, yeah?” Abigail sidled up close, tiptoeing to look over his arm to read it.

“Dear Frankincense, I miss you so, so much. I don’t understand what went wrong between us. I thought we’d be together. You promised. Please don’t forget your promise. Or me. Don’t forget me. I love you with all my heart and pray we can be together when you come back home.”

“Whoa,” Abigail drawled. “Frankincense? Seriously? Who is it from?”

Tucker turned the paper over in his hand. “I don’t know. There’s no real signature. It only says, ‘Love, K.B.’”

They looked at each other and said at the same time, “Katherine Bellamy.”

“Holy smoke,” Abigail said on a great exhale. “We have her.”

Tucker fanned the air with the paper, and said, “Not quite.”

“What? Sure we do.”

“There’s no name on it. Other than Frank Harper’s.”

“So? With what her coworkers said, and the initials K.B., who else would it be from?”

“It proves nothing, though. Even if it were from Katherine Bellamy, it only proves she was in love with him and hoped he felt the same way about her.”

“But it’s at the crime scene.”

“It’s evidence, yes,” he said. “But it proves nothing. She could have given it to him before he came up here.”

“Well, crap,” Abigail whined. “Now what?”

Tucker turned to face the stream again, and his attention caught on something there. “Is that a fishing rod?”

Abigail followed his line of vision. “Looks like it.” And once again, they went to the water’s edge. Tucker used the glove again to pick up the rod. He emitted a whistle of admiration as he looked it over. “This beauty is expensive. A reel like this will set a person back upward of fifteen to eighteen-hundred dollars.”

“Rich people gotta show up the rest of us,” Abigail complained.

Tucker looked back at the fishing pack where they’d left it. “Let me get something to bag the pack in, and we’ll load the reel and head back to town. I want to lock this away in the VPS office safe.”

“Come, Flick,” Abigail called and Tucker gathered the evidence. The ferret came running, especially when he noticed Abigail reaching into her special pocket—the one with his treats. She scooped him up and kissed the top of his head, several times in succession. “Good boy, even though you didn’t listen. You helped Momma make up for yesterday’s blunder in taking the bracelet. Maybe Tucker won’t kill me now.” From the corner of her eye, Abigail caught Tuck’s smile.

Once Tucker had everything ready to go, they headed back to town. He was silent again on the way back down.

“Are you still mad at me?” Abigail asked gently.

“Huh?” he said and looked at her as if he’d almost forgotten she was there. “Oh, no. I was just thinking.”

“What?”

“That letter. Did it look—old to you?”

“What do you mean?”

“Did it look older than a few weeks or so?”

She thought this over. “I’m not sure. I didn’t get that close of a look at it. Why?”

He shook his head. “Nothing. Just thinking.”

Back in town, Tucker did as he said and placed the evidence in the VPS office safe. As they stepped out, and he locked the building behind him, Abigail’s stomach growled. She placed a hand on the awakening beast. “I’m starving. I think I’ll go home and scramble an egg to eat on one of Liam’s leftover croissants. Wanna come? There’s enough for two.”

“Nah. I think I’ll microwave something and then hit the shower and bed. I’ve been up for more than thirty-six hours.”

They stood there. Awkwardly.

Then they stood there even longer. Even more awkwardly.

“Okay,” Abigail said at last. “I guess I’ll see you tomorrow?” she asked as she started backing down the boardwalk, waving at Tucker as she went.

He returned the wave. “Tomorrow.” Then he climbed in and cranked up and drove off.

On her way home, Abigail decided to make a stop by Sweet Street. There was still Homicidal Hazelnut in the freezer at her place, but she was in the mood for her favorite comfort food: Sinister Swirl, a salted caramel ice cream. She needed that sweetness of the caramel to engulf her with its decadent butteriness, followed by the sea salt crystals that danced across her taste buds.

Maybe she’d skip the sandwich and have ice cream for dinner. Again.

She and Flick left Sweet Street and headed home. Abigail was sure he was equally, if not more, tired than she was. They scaled the long staircase that led to her house where Abigail came to a dead stop. Her front door was ajar. She never locked it. No need. But she was certain she had closed it that morning. She looked around. There hadn’t been any wind during the day, at least nothing more than a mild breeze.

Pushing the door open, she walked in, weary and looking around as she went to the kitchen to put away the Sinister Swirl. Flick bounced and bobbed on her shoulder, which was his signal that he wanted down. She lifted him off and placed him on the floor where he skittered over to his food and water.

Abigail decided she was being paranoid. Interrogating five murder suspects will do that to a person. After a big yawn, she placed the pint in the fridge freezer and hung her jacket on a hook behind the door around the kitchen wall. She trudged down the tiny hall leading to her bedroom. She stepped over to her dresser to lean against it while she slipped out of her boots. She faintly heard her phone buzzing, an incoming text, just as her foot was freed from the last boot. She left her phone in her jacket. Great, she thought, watch it be Noah asking for a day off. Not eager to hear the news of possibly having to stay at the shop tomorrow instead of working with Tucker, she sauntered back down the hallway. Half groaning and preparing herself for the impending request, she retrieved her phone from the pocket. It wasn’t from Noah. It was Tucker’s message that sent a chill down her spine.

Completely forgot to come pick up the bracelet. Don’t touch. Again. Be by in the morning.

“Oh no,” she gasped, before a realization came over her. The lingering signs of fatigue swiftly dissipated as she darted back down the hallway towards her bedroom.

Then she saw it. Or the lack of it.

The beaded bracelet Flick had found was gone.


Chapter 10


“Abigail? Abigail?” Tucker yelled as he entered her home.

Abigail had called Tucker the instant she had discovered the bracelet missing. She’d been pacing in her bedroom, chewing her nails and cursing ever since.

He came barreling through the house and into the bedroom at breakneck speed. Flushed and huffing, he exclaimed, “Why the hell didn’t you lock your front door? I just let myself in. What if whoever took the bracelet had come back? Damn it, Abigail. Use your head.”

She tipped up her chin. “Did you lock it behind you?”

His mouth opened, shut, and opened again. “No, but that’s different.”

“How?”

“I-I just need you to be safe!”

Abigail arched a single brow at him. Though he wore his Shelter Mountain VPSO cap, she noticed Tucker had changed out of his uniform and into a pair of jeans and a pullover shirt under his lightweight jacket. Beneath the jacket, she saw the shirt was on the snug side, hugging his muscled chest. It wasn’t often she didn’t see him in his daily uniform.

“Nevermind,” he growled, shaking his head, “Just show me where the bracelet was.”

She averted her gaze, slightly embarrassed with herself and walked over to the dresser where the homemade pottery dish holding her few bits of jewelry sat. “Here. It was right here. In my jewelry dish. A knotted leather string with multicolored faux jade beads on it. I’m telling you, it was a cheap trinket.” She inhaled as an idea hit her. “Remember when we were on the porch of the Aurora and I told you about the bracelet?”

“You mean when you confessed to taking evidence from a crime scene?” Tucker replied.

Abigail ignored the comment and went on. “Remember Katherine and Brittany were at the window watching us? Do you think they heard me tell you I had the bracelet here?”

Tucker narrowed his eyes, thinking. “I suppose it’s possible.”

“The problem is,” Abigail continued, “I can’t see Katherine Bellamy owning something like it. Much less wearing it.”

Tucker worked his jaw as he stared at the jewelry bowl. “Could Frank have bought it as a gag gift?”

“Mmm. I doubt it. I mean, Harper had just paid upwards of $40k for a corporate fishing trip. I don’t see him taking the time to go into a mountain-side gift shop and buy a $10 bracelet for a woman he used to sleep with.”

Tucker lifted his cap, scratched his head, then returned the hat. “No. I guess not.”

Flick ran into the bedroom and climbed Abigail’s leg for her to pick him up. “What do you think, little buddy? If you’d been here, you would have stopped the bad guy, wouldn’t you?” She caressed him close to her cheek. “Cause you’re a good boy. Yes, you are.”

A smirk hitched up the corner of Tucker’s mouth, and Abigail expected a snarky comment. Instead, he picked up the jewelry dish. Was he getting his fingerprints on it?

“Is this the dish I made you when we were in junior high?”

Heat touched Abigail’s cheeks, and she quickly buried her face in Flick’s fur. She didn’t know why, but Tucker seeing her using the fifteen-year-old keepsake, made her feel—exposed. To deflect, she said, “So, the question is, why did someone come into my house while I was gone and steal a worthless trinket?”

Glancing around the room, Tucker asked, “Nothing else is missing? Only the bracelet?”

“Yeah, that’s it,” Abigail replied. “If it was a robbery, you’d think they would’ve taken my gold hoops or the cross necklace Mom and Dad gave me. It was the bracelet they were after, Tuck.”

Tucker sighed, rolled his head, and popped his neck. “None of this makes any sense.”

Abigail placed Flick on her shoulder and walked across the room to grab her laptop from her tiny corner desk. Bunching it under her arm, she said, “Come on,” and headed for the door.

“Where are we going? What are we doing?”

“The kitchen. And eating.”

“And the laptop?”

“After we eat, we’re going to research the Quantum Capital suspects.”

Abigail glanced over her shoulder to see him salute her. “Yes, ma’am. If you say so.”

In the kitchen, the duo went to work the same way they do when fishing—in perfect harmony. Abigail gathered the eggs while Tucker sliced the croissants. She made the coffee while he scrambled the eggs. Minutes later, they were enjoying flaky croissants piled high with fluffy scrambled eggs and strong black coffee. Sinister Swirl was just a scoop away thereafter.

After finishing their breakfast and dessert for dinner, they took up seats on the sofa. Abigail opened the laptop, pulled up a search engine, and dove in. Almost immediately finding something of interest, she shifted the laptop for Tucker to see.

“Look at this. Apparently, Frank Harper was a cutthroat businessman.” Tucker scooted closer, his shoulder next to hers, and she continued, “According to this article in Profit Pulse magazine, he is known for a series of hostile takeovers. There were several deals where he masked his identity when buying shares in some companies. I can’t say that I know what all of this means, except that it seems like Frank Harper has a reputation for screwing people over. He’s definitely left a trail of enemies in his wake.”

Tucker threw back the final swig of his coffee and placed the empty mug on the coffee table. Then he took the laptop from Abigail and set it on his thighs to peruse the articles and blog posts she had open. “But he died in tiny Shelter Mountain with a handful of employees nearby, not in an area where these enemies frequented,” he observed. “Unless someone hired one of his executives to kill him, I don’t see any connection.”

Abigail chewed the inside of her cheek contemplatively. She shifted in her seat and folded a leg underneath her. “True enough. But suppose one of them was hired to do it? It’s not beyond the realm of possibility. And some of these people”—she gestured toward the laptop screen—“certainly had a motive. We may not have proof of it yet, but we also don’t have proof that it didn’t go down that way.”

“That brings us back around to our suspects,” Tucker said. “I just don’t see one of those three guys—Huey, Dewey, and Louie—having what it takes to hold a man’s head underwater until he stops kicking. Especially a man like Frank Harper. He was fit, in shape.”

Pulling up a blank search page, Tucker typed in Katherine Bellamy’s name along with her job description and city and state. He clicked on the LinkedIn page URL and her image appeared. “Now her, I’m not so sure about,” he surmised. “I wish I could get access to her banking records, to see if she’s had any larger than usual deposits made into it lately.”

Abigail replied, “Hey, do you think Nellie would know how to find that kind of information? I mean she’s the city clerk.”

Tucker shook his head. “No. There has to be a search warrant or a subpoena to access a person’s bank records. And another thing,” he added. “We haven’t considered the possibility that Brittany Dobbs might be the killer. We don’t know the story from her yet. We’ve only heard Katherine’s version of events. Just because Dobbs is coming across as all weepy and heartbroken, doesn’t mean she’s not a cold-blooded killer hiding her guilt.” He paused, then asked, “Did anyone tell you how Dobbs got the job? Was she hired straight off the street? Promoted from within?”

“Not a clue,” Abigail said, covering a yawn. “None of them have said a word about it. Only what Katherine told us that first day. As to Katherine, I’m willing to bet it wasn’t about the money for her. There’s the title and the whole arm candy thing. Not to mention, she thought she was bagging a very successful, and very wealthy, man.”

As Tucker continued his search, pulling up the other four Quantum Capital employees, Abigail’s eyes grew heavier and heavier. A couple of more yawns, and she laid her head over on Tuck’s shoulder and closed her eyes. Just for a few minutes. She just needed to rest her eyes for a few minutes.

Just…a few… minutes…

***

Abigail felt something warm on her cheek. A tongue? She opened her eyes to see Flick inches from her face. Within a nanosecond, she realized a few things. 1. Flick was hungry. 2. The sun was streaming in the window because she was in the living room where there were no blackout blinds or curtains. 3. She was lying snuggled up all warm and cozy next to Tucker Glenn on her sofa. 4. She had dragon breath.

Blinking several times to clear the sleep from her eyes, she watched Flick crawl down her leg to the sofa arm and leap to the floor. Then she became aware that Tucker’s arm was wrapped around her waist, his hand resting comfortably on her hip. Crap. How was she to get out of this? Crap. Without waking him up. Crap, crap.

Flick bounded across the room, pausing to look at her as if calling her to fill his bowl. She widened her eyes at him. Her silent message of panic was lost on him. He stood on his hind legs, bobbed and weaved, and let out a demanding honk. Abigail couldn’t even shush him for fear of rousing Tucker. Luckily the sound caused him to shift, and Abigail was able to deftly dislodge herself from his hold.

Clambering to her feet, she sprang across the room near Flick’s food and water bowls. Standing there a moment, she touched her hip where it was still warm from Tucker’s embrace. Flick, grasping that Abigail was still in no hurry to feed him, climbed her pants leg. Thank heaven she had not put on her pajamas before Tucker came over last night. That would have been a bit awkward.

Abigail hoisted Flick onto her shoulder and picked up his bowl. Then she tiptoed into the kitchen to open a can of turkey flavored ferret food and scoop it into the bowl, giving a little extra treat on top to thank him for the rescue…she thought anyway. When she returned and placed the bowl and Flick in his cage, she turned around to see Tucker staring at her. He was sprawled out on her couch like he owned the place. Involuntarily, she combed her fingers through her hair and smoothed the clothes she’d had on for twenty-four hours.

“Damn,” Tucker drawled. “I slept like the dead.”

“Yeah? Well, you gotta get out.”

“Huh?” He frowned at her but didn’t bother sitting up.

“If people see you leave here at this time of”—She glanced at the clock on the dining area wall.—“Holy crap. It’s 8:30. People will think you and I…” she motioned a hand in the stretch between them. “You know?”

Tucker chuckled and sat up. “Relax, Stone. No one will ever think you’d let me”—He paused, then mimicked her moves and mocked her panic.—“You know?”

She relaxed her shoulders, but only a bit. Because she wasn’t sure if he’d insulted or complimented her.

Ruffling his hair, he bent and picked up his cap from the floor next to the sofa. After he’d crowned himself with it, he said, “You might as well offer me breakfast. You know, since I’m here.”

Abigail pinched her lips together and folded her arms over her chest. “There’s cereal in the cabinet.”

Tucker laughed as he stood and stretched his arms over his head while Abigail looked very pointedly at the door behind him. Then he grabbed his jacket from the side chair he’d tossed it onto the night before. When he started to open the door, Abigail called, “Wait. What do we do now?”

“Now? Well, I’m on my way to Frost Bites for a real meal. I don’t know about you.”

“The case,” she said exasperated. “I mean, what do we do about the case now?”

He got serious then. As he slid one arm and then the other into his jacket, he sighed and said, “Maybe we should question them separately. See if they’ll reveal any real information when they aren’t all at each other’s throats.”

Abigail nodded. “That makes sense. I can go in and put a Closed Until Further Notice sign on Sweet Street, so we can get started this morning.”

“No need,” Tucker said. “I’m not going until later this afternoon. Maybe not until this evening.”

“What? Why?’

“First of all, I need food and a shower. You should do the same.”

She snapped her head back. Was he telling her she stank?

“You won’t last long without some food in you. And a shower will reset your brain. I know it will mine.” He opened the front door of the house, then added, “Plus, I want them to squirm. After sitting around stuck inside all day, worrying and wondering what’s going on, maybe it will loosen their tongues.” He stepped outside and called back over his shoulder. “I’ll text you when I figure out what time and where to meet up.” Then he was gone, leaving her to wonder how someone so smart could be so so…she huffed. Some men had a lot of nerve, that’s for sure.


Chapter 11


Tucker was right. Food and a shower were exactly what Abigail had needed. After blow drying her hair and putting it up in a ponytail, she threaded the single length of hair through the back of a baseball cap. It was no VPSO hat, but it made her feel more like an investigator.

She and Flick left the house and headed for Sweet Street. The idea of going to work was a bit of a letdown since she’d rather be at the Aurora interviewing their suspects with Tucker. Alas, Sweet Street was her livelihood, and since she had the morning free, she might as well satisfy the town’s sweet tooth.

On her way to the ice cream parlor, Abigail passed by Flour Power where she saw Liam through the store front’s big picture window. When they made eye contact, he dropped what he was doing and came racing out to stop her. Wiping his flour-coated hands on his apron, Liam stepped into Abigail’s path and blocked her way. “Mom said you’re helping Tucker investigate that man’s death. Is that true?”

Abigail bobbed her head. “Yep.”

Liam gasped and took her by the arm, nearly dislodging Flick from her shoulder, and dragged her inside the open door of his shop. “Tell me everything,” he pressed, shoving her into a bistro-style lace back chair at a small round table near the entry.

“I can’t.” Abigail laughed. “You know that.”

“I also know you can’t keep your trap shut when it comes to solving something. Come on, Sis, nothing exciting happens in my life,” he whined as he popped out his lower lip before continuing. “I just took almond apricot biscotti out of the oven a while ago,” he warbled as if dangling a million dollars before her face. “I could be persuaded to part with a few for a little bit of the tea.”

Before Abigail could respond, Liam commanded her to wait, then disappeared into the back of the store.

A couple of biscotti couldn’t hurt anything, could they?

Abigail relaxed as Flick nibbled the ends of her hair, lazily stretched across her shoulders until Liam showed up, a small saucer holding a mound of biscotti in his hand. When she reached for one, he snatched it away. “Eh, eh, eh. You go first.”

She frowned. “You’re so cruel. Listen, I really don’t know anything. Tuck and I are looking into several people from a company called Quantum Capital. They were here with the victim.”

“The victim,” Liam whispered . “That sounds so ominous.”

“It is ominous,” she replied. “A man is dead, probably drowned, and we have no idea who did it or why.”

“Well, you say he drowned, right?”

“Yes. I just said that very thing.”

“Wouldn't that mean the perp”—her twin smiled at his use of the shortened perpetrator—“would have been in the water too?”

She thought about this for a minute. “Yeah. I suppose you’re right. But it’s too late to check all of their clothes. They will be dry by now.”

Liam bit off a corner of his crunchy biscotti, and replied, “Doesn’t mean you can’t ask if anyone saw anything suspicious. You know? Like, did you notice anyone wet like they’d been swimming?”

Abigail nodded slowly. “Yeah, yeah. I hadn’t thought about that.”

Waving his biscotti in the air, Liam commented, “Aren’t these amazing? I’m thinking of calling them Apricot Assassins in honor of your investigation.”

Any other person may have thought Liam’s statement ghoulish, but not his twin. She expressed, “I wonder how these would taste with my new ice cream Fatal Frost. Maybe Jonathan can help us pick out a wine that would go with them.” Abigail recalled a line from the novel Death on a Silver Platter. She lifted her biscotti, scrutinized it, and recited, “Food is not just sustenance; it's a reflection of one's desires and vices. Tonight, amidst these flavors of indulgence, the taste of murder lingers.”

“Huh?”

She stood then and waved him off. “I have to get to work.” Before leaving she grabbed the saucer of biscotti, then nudged Flick on her shoulder who was nearly asleep, “Hey, buddy. We have an ice cream to develop.”

“Hey, that’s my saucer,” Liam yelled as his sister and her sidekick made their way out the door.

“You know where to find it,” she called back.

Once she’d opened the shop, she went into the back and placed Flick along with a small piece of biscotti inside his open cage. It was a three-story structure with adjustable platforms and play tubes. He wouldn’t stay there long, but he liked inspecting it after being away for a while. Then she got to work.

To her surprise, since she thought she’d rather be interrogating suspects, Abigail lost herself in her chores. Changing out stainless steel containers of vanilla and chocolate in the display case, playing around with the measurements and ingredients she thought would work best for her new flavor, Fatal Frost.

It was while she stirred together sugar, eggs, milk, and cream that she found a possible flaw in Liam’s suggestion to ask about suspects being wet as if swimming. It had rained that day. She and Tucker were soaked by the time they brought Frank Harper’s body into town. And if Katherine Bellamy and Timothy Wagner had gone on walks as they’d said, then they would likely have gotten wet. Especially not being locals, they wouldn’t be accustomed to the quirky weather changes in Alaska. So that notion wouldn’t hold up as a means for zeroing in on any one suspect. She was disappointed, but also well acquainted with what it took to solve a murder. It was as much about determining the right questions to ask as it was about the answers to those questions.

Abigail poured the vanilla ice cream base into the Churn Pro 3000 ice cream machine. As the machine chilled and churned the sweet base, Abigail chopped the chocolate-covered espresso beans. When the ice cream was ready, she’d swirl the crunchy bits along with a generous helping of decadent caramel into the soft ice cream. She’d just finished washing some of the dishes when the bell on the front door jingled. Abigail wiped her hands, and yelled, “Coming.”

When she stepped through the green plaid curtain, she was greeted with, “We have to have an emergency meeting of Scoops and Sips.” Nellie Wright stood there with her hands on her hips, and her eyes dancing. Her red hair fell in waves around her shoulders as she tapped a foot.

“Well, hello to you, too, Nellie.”

Nellie dismissed her retort. “The group is dying to know what’s going on.”

“Are you suggesting that my murder knowledge is more important to you than my presence and natural wit?” Abigail said, feigning being hurt.

Nellie rolled her eyes and dropped her hands.

“Emergency? Really, Nell?”

“It’s not fair,” Nellie protested. “You’re getting to have all of the fun. Nothing, and I mean nothing happens in this town, and when something does happen, it’s my best friend that, literally, fished a body out of the water.”

“It’s a murder investigation, Nellie. Not a trip to Disney World. And, I caught nothing worthwhile. He was a floater,” Abigail gasped and cupped her mouth with both hands.

Nellie snickered at her friend. “You say the worst things at the best times.”

“No, no, that came out so wrong, I know.”

“Listen,” Nellie started as she scuffed the toe of her shoe across the wood floor. “The whole town's talking about it. It’s me, your friend. I just want to share the experience with you, too.”

Abigail sighed indulgently. “Nell, if there was anything to tell you, I would. Just last night, as a matter of fact, I asked Tucker if we could ask you to check bank records on a suspect.”

She shook her head. “I don’t have access to that kind of thing.”

“That’s exactly what Tucker said. But you see? I tried to get you involved. I do think about you, Nell.”

Nellie frowned and plopped onto one of the pink barstools and pouted. After a beat, she said, “Maybe there’s something else I can do. What do you think?”

Abigail shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know what.”

“Well, at least tell me the guy’s name. I could do some research from the office computer.”

Straightening a chair at the table next to her, knowing there was no harm in that, Abigail replied, “Frank Harper. He was from California. Tucker and I did some research already, but you’re welcome to do more digging.”

Nellie chewed her lip. “Frank Harper. Frank Harper. Why does that sound familiar?”

Abigail chuckled. “It’s all over town, Nell.”

“Yeah—no—that’s not it.” She shrugged. “I’ll figure it out.”

Right then, the shop door opened, and a flannel-clad Bear Bates stepped inside. Abigail’s thoughts immediately jumped to varying conclusions. Was something up with their suspects? Did someone leave the lodge? Is someone else dead? She moved quickly past Nellie to stand in front of Bear. “Is everything all right? Has something happened at the Aurora?”

Bear pulled off his camouflage ball cap and held it in both hands. “No. I mean yes. I mean, no, nothing happened at the Aurora, and yes, everything is alright.”

“Hi, Bear,” Nellie said from behind Abigail.

Bear gave her a wave. “How’s it going, Nell?” He focused on Abigail again. “Since we couldn’t take Mac’s guests out on the boats, they’ve been sitting around eating all the ice cream. Mac sent me over to get some more.”

“Oh. Okay. Not a problem. Let me go in the back and see what I can throw together.” Abigail left Bear and Nellie, the latter already asking him questions about the Aurora’s mysterious guests.

Since she wasn’t prepared for an order of that size, Abigail began piecing together the makings of a new flavor she made up on the spot. Bloodstained Banana Split. Chocolate, vanilla, and strawberry ice cream blended together with chunks of pineapple, chips of cherry, bites of banana, and chopped peanuts. She’d add a couple of quarts of hot cherry sauce on the side. It made her mouth water.

After packing the finished concoction into a container, Abigail returned to the front of the store with it in hand. “Here you go.” She passed the ice cream and sauce to Bear, then put up a hand. “I know. Put it on Mac’s tab.”

Bear attempted a smile, but it only made his wide square face look lopsided. Abigail had wondered in times past if Bear was depressed or just stoic. He’d lost so much in his life, his parents then his sister, and he’d been alone ever since. Ultimately, Abigail decided he was simply a private person, and being private in Shelter Mountain wasn’t easy. Case in point, Nellie Wright who still sat on the pink barstool and had not stopped pestering questions at Bear since he entered.

“Nellie?” Abigail said.

“What?”

“Let Bear go before the ice cream melts.”

“Oh, right. Sorry, Bear.”

Bear tipped his chin in acknowledgment, then placed his camouflage cap on his head and left.

As Abigail sidled around the bar to the display case, Nellie jumped off her stool. “I have to get back to the office.” Then she walked to the door, mumbling to herself, “Frank Harper. Frank Harper. Where have I heard that name before?” She paused with her hand on the door handle and pulled out her phone. “I’m still calling an emergency meeting of Scoops and Sips. We can spitball ideas.” In a flash, Nellie had composed a group text and sent it out before she could protest.

Abigail’s message alert sounded in her pocket.

“That’s me,” Nellie chirped. “We’ll see you tomorrow night.” Then she was gone.

Tucker would have a coronary incident if he knew Nellie was inserting herself—and the whole Scoops and Sips group—into the Frank Harper investigation. Which is why she didn’t plan on telling him. Didn't plan being the operative words. She already knew she had a terrible time keeping her mouth shut. She figured practice makes perfect. And besides, there really wasn’t much else to tell that the whole town didn’t already know.

Shortly after Nellie left, Evelyn showed up for her shift. “Noah’s not coming in,” she said by way of greeting. “He texted and said he didn’t feel good.”

“He doesn’t feel good a lot on Mondays.” Abigail air-quoted the words feel good. “Something about weekends makes him sick,” she said and laughed at her own joke.

“Yeah, well, I’m not cleaning the bathrooms. Mondays are his day to clean them. They can wait until he comes in tomorrow.”

“Really, Evelyn? Can they wait?” Abigail wrinkled her nose and tilted her head as she looked at the girl.

“Ugh, fine. I’ll do them. But he has to take my turn next time.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Abigail agreed.

Suddenly, Abigail’s message alert sounded in her pocket. Her pulse kicked up, and she yanked the phone out to see it was a text from Tucker. It wasn’t even noon yet. She hadn’t expected to hear from him so soon.

6:00 out front at the Aurora, the message read.

“Yes,” she whooped.

“Good news?” Evelyn asked.

“Uh, yeah. My mother is going to add my new ice cream to the Frost Bite’s menu,” she lied.

Evelyn continued to talk, but Abigail reread the message and drifted into her thoughts. 6:00. She knew for a fact that dinner was served at the Aurora at 6:00, and dessert followed in front of the fireplace after. She wondered if Tucker knew too. Probably. Disturbing their dinner was likely a strategic move to unnerve the Quantum employees. A strategic, smooth move on Tucker’s part.

Who knows, maybe they will get to enjoy a bowl of Bloodstained Banana Split as well as a confession as they poured their blood-stained cherry sauce over their ice cream.


Chapter 12


“Abigail?” Evelyn said, pulling Abigail from her musing. “Is that the alarm on the ice cream maker?”

The soft ding-ding, ding-ding of the Churn Pro 3000 finally reached Abigail’s awareness, and she peeped, “Oh, yes. The new flavor is ready.”

“New flavor?” Evelyn asked.

“Yes. Fatal Frost,” Abigail replied, pushing her concerns about Tucker and Scoops and Sips aside. “It’s made of vanilla and swirled with caramel and chunks of chocolate-covered espresso beans in honor of a video game. Chronicles of Athena something or another.”

“You mean Chronicles of Aetheria?”

“Yeah, that’s it. Come on. Let’s try it.”

Abigail led the way into the back where she grabbed a bowl while Evelyn found spoons. Abigail put enough into the bowl for them to sample.

Flick jumped from the opening of his cage and skittered over to lace himself in and out of Abigail’s feet in a figure eight.

“Sorry, buddy. You can’t have any of this.” Abigail plunged into the frozen dessert and moaned, “Mmm,” and closed her eyes as she swallowed.

Evelyn dipped up a spoonful and tasted it. “Oh, my gosh, Ab. That is killer.”

Abigail took another bite, moaned again, and added, “And the espresso bean crunch is the slayer.” They both laughed.

An idea struck Abigail. She had Liam’s Apricot Assassin biscotti and the ice cream had turned out well; maybe she’d pop over to the bar with both and see if Jonathan could recommend a wine to go with the assortment of flavors.

“Hey,” she said. “Do you think you can handle things by yourself for a while? I want to take some of this and a couple of Liam’s biscotti down to Jonathan. We’re having a Scoops and Sips meeting tomorrow night, and I think I’ll serve this.”

“Scoops and Sips? Didn’t you guys just meet?”

“Yeah, but Nellie is wigging out over this murder in town and wants to meet again.”

“I heard about that. Is it something we should be worried about? I mean, do we need to lock our doors?”

Like Liam, Evelyn still lived with her parents. And like everyone in town, they didn’t lock their doors either.

Abigail shook her head. “I don’t think so. Tucker believes it was a member of the man’s fishing excursion party. An employee of the company.”

“Wow. That’s crazy.”

“You have no idea.”

The door to the shop opened, and Evelyn said, “I got it. You go on to the Midnight Sun.”

“Thanks. I have my phone. If you need anything, just text.”

When Evelyn had gone to help the customer, Abigail used some plastic wrap to bundle up the biscotti, then filled a pint container with the Fatal Frost before securing what remained in the back freezer. She placed the pint and biscotti into a small tote bag, picked up Flick, and headed out.

The Midnight Sun, the local tavern, was less than a quarter mile down the boardwalk in the opposite direction of her home. Abigail was there in a matter of minutes. “You stay put,” she said to Flick on her shoulder. “You know how Jonathan is about you being loose in the bar.”

Flick bobbed his head, Abigail could have sworn he winked at her as he flattened his body half down her back and his front half across her chest. It was one of those positions he loved when he was closest to her heart as his head went just under her shirt. Most people couldn’t tell it was an angora ferret when he did that. He looked like a faux fur shawl.

Jonathan Wilson, the new owner of the tavern, was not a born-and-raised local, and after two years, some still considered him a visitor. However, he’d made it clear many times over that he had no intention of leaving. Raising a teenage son alone, he’d moved to Shelter Mountain from Washington D.C. because his son, Jason, loved the outdoors, and it suited Jonathan as well. They were grafted into the community.

Jonathan had bought the bar sight unseen, and the first time Abigail met him, she’d developed an instant crush. He was built like a mountain and was handsome with deep brown skin, a shaved head and a well-groomed beard and mustache. But it was his eyes that captivated her. He had heterochromia irises, one blue and one brown eye, and Abigail found them hypnotic. Unfortunately, as much as she loved his eyes, he was nearly twenty years older than her and had a teenager, both of which made her pull back from her love affair with his eyes.

Abigail stepped into the Midnight Sun and waited for her vision to adjust to the low lighting. The place smelled of polished wood with undertones of top-shelf whiskey. To her right by the windows were several high tables and stools. Regular tables were spread across the main floor, while on the far side, there were a handful of tufted back booths. It was still early in the day, so only two people sat at a table sipping beer to the soft tones of R&B music piped through speakers around the room. That was something Abigail liked. She could come here for a drink with someone and be able to carry on a conversation without yelling over techno beats.

Turning to approach the long bar, Abigail came to a stop when she looked at the other end and saw Jonathan standing there, leaning in very close to a woman. Abigail couldn’t see who it was until he shifted his weight from one leg to the other. Kaya? This surprised her. Not that Kaya was in the bar, but that Kaya was in the bar laughing and blushing at something Jonathan said. He bent closer and apparently whispered in her ear, and Abigail let out a tiny gasp. They wouldn’t have heard it over the music, but her movement must have drawn Kaya’s attention because she immediately took a step back and straightened her hair, adjusting her turquoise scrubs when they made eye contact. She wiggled her brow toward Abigail, and Jonathan turned to see her. Whereas Abigail could see Kaya’s cheeks blossoming pink. Jonathan gave nothing away.

As the music floated in the air, Jonathan straightened to his full six foot two inches, stepped behind the bar, and sauntered down it until he was near Abigail. “How’s it going?” he asked casually.

Rather than answer the man, Abigail beamed knowingly at her nurse practitioner friend, who was clearly practicing more than medicine. “Hey, Kaya,” she said. “What are you doing here?” Abigail didn’t bother hiding her curiosity as she bounced her gaze back and forth between Kaya and Jonathan.

“She’s checking on Jason,” Jonathan answered, all smooth and unbothered.

Flick cheeped and adjusted his position on Abigail’s shoulder, poking his head out slightly as if to call out Jonathan. He seemed to be of the same mind that she was. These two were up to something.

“Jason?” Abigail probed. “Is he all right?”

Kaya bobbed her head. “Yeah, he’s uh…”

“He had a sinus infection,” Jonathan cut in, just as unreadable as before. “Kaya gave him some antibiotics last week and she stopped by to see how it’s working.”

“So, it’s working?” Abigail pointed this toward Kaya.

More head bobbing. “Yeah, no more pain and pressure. Clear discharge from the nose. Right, Jonathan?” She turned her head for his confirmation. Jonathan, however, remained unruffled and gave a barely perceptible head dip.

“Well, that’s good. Flick and I are glad to hear that, aren’t we, boy?” Abigail pinched a treat from her jeans pocket and passed it to the ferret who repositioned himself to enjoy the treat.

“I better go,” Kaya said and skirted around Abigail. “I need to get back to the clinic.”

“See ya,” Abigail called after her back. When she turned to Jonathan, she gushed, “Ooh, house calls.”

His heterochromia eyes sparkled then, and he let out a snort-laugh. “What’s going on, Abby? You’re here early in the day.”

Abigail stepped up to the bar and hoisted her canvas bag up onto it. “I created a new ice cream, and Liam made some apricot biscotti that go well with it. I wanted to see if you could recommend a wine that would suit it. We’re having a Scoops and Sips meeting tomorrow night.”

“Tomorrow night? You just had one on Saturday.”

“Nellie,” was Abigail’s reply, followed by, “Drama. You probably haven’t seen her text yet.”

“No, I didn’t and say no more,” Jonathan replied. Then he opened the canvas bag and pulled out the treats Abigail brought. First the biscotti, and then the pint of ice cream. “So what is this?”

“Fatal Frost. It’s vanilla with swirls of caramel and chocolate-covered coffee beans.”

Jonathan arched his brow as he peeled back the top and reached for a long handle stir spoon from a container on the counter behind the bar. He pushed the spoon into the ice cream, blending and dabbing before drawing a spoonful out. “Nice texture.” Then he put the spoon in his mouth, chewed the crunchy coffee beans, and swallowed.

Abigail thought he would never respond. “Well?”

“Damn, girl, that mhmm. Yes, that right there.”

Abigail beamed. “I know, right?”

As he picked up a biscotti and dipped it into the ice cream, Abigail asked, “So, what do you think will go well with it?”

He finished his bite of the crunchy biscuit and replied, “Vin Santo is a nice Italian dessert wine. It’s great for dipping. Not sure how well it will pair with the apricot, but it’s certainly worth a try.”

“Great. I’ll take two bottles.”

“It’s a little on the pricey side. You sure about that?”

“Is there another one you'd want to go with, one you’d personally choose?”

“No. I would give it a try.”

Ahh, Abigail loved a food snob. Even if he did get under Ms. Phillips’ skin. “Then I’ll take two.”

“Two it is. I’ll be right back.” He slapped the bar top and left to go into the back where the liquor was stored.

Abigail climbed onto a barstool, stretched across the bar, and grabbed another one of the long handled spoons. Might as well have a bite while she waited. She’d just shoved a spoonful into her mouth when he returned and set the bottles of Vin Santo on the bar in front of her.

“Charge it to Nellie since she called the emergency meeting.”

“Ah, yes. Does this have anything to do with the dead guy you found Saturday?”

“Thank you!” she exclaimed. “You’re the first person to give me credit for having found the poor guy. And, yes, the gang is dying to know what’s going on. Will you be able to make it since it’s not our regular night?”

Before responding, Jonathan glanced down the bar to where he and Kaya previously stood, then nodded. “Yeah, I think so. What does your little buddy think about all of it?”

“Flick?” Abigail glanced at her shoulder at the ferret. “He actually found a couple of pieces of evidence.” She beamed, kissing his head, he dooked in reply.

“No, Abs. I meant Tucker.”

“Oh. Well, you know Tuck. Keeping his cards close.”

“One of those guys from the Aurora was in here that day,” Jonathan said as he picked up a rag and began wiping the handles of the beer taps.

Abigail froze in place, her spoon hovering above the Fatal Frost. “For real? One of the group from the Aurora?”

“For real. On his phone the whole time. He sat right there.” Jonathan pointed to the booth closest to them. “He was antsy, knees bouncing under the table and throwing back beers like we were gonna run out.”

“What did he look like?” Abigail wanted to put a face to Mr. Antsy Pants.

“Lanky and pale. Thin dust bunny hair.”

“Timothy Wagner,” Abigail said under her breath. “What time was that?”

Jonathan thought this over. “Afternoon sometime.”

“Did you talk to him?” Abigail asked. “Did he say anything suspicious?”

“I don’t know what constitutes suspicious, but he was on the phone the whole time, only stopping long enough to order another beer.”

Abigail considered this. Timothy Wagner said he went to Sweet Street and the library. He never mentioned stopping by the Midnight Sun for a couple of beers.

“I may have overheard some of his phone conversation…” Jonathan baited.

“Get out,” Abigail exclaimed and moved down one stool to be closer to him. Pitching forward, she demanded, “What did you hear? What did he say?” She figured this information would be good for Tucker to know.

Jonathan stacked dirty glass mugs on a tray as he answered, “I only got bits and pieces. He said he was the one taking the risks and whoever he was talking to wasn’t the one who’d be going to jail.”

“Jail?” Abigail repeated. “He was afraid of going to jail?”

Jonathan shrugged. “That’s what he said.”

“Anything else?” Abigail pressed.

“Just that when he gets back to the States, he’s cutting ties with the company—uh, I forget what he called it.”

“Quantum Capital? Was it Quantum Capital?”

“Yeah, that’s it. Sounded like he was planning on quitting as soon as he leaves here.”

Abigail relaxed back on her stool. “Holy salmon run. I think I just found our killer.”


Chapter 13


Abigail shoved the two bottles of Vin Santo into her canvas tote bag and said, “You’re a godsend. Keep the biscotti and ice cream. I’ve gotta go find Tuck.” She leaped from the stool then, Flick clinging to her shoulder, and headed for the door. “See you tomorrow night,” she called out to Jonathan without looking back.

Stepping out of the Midnight Sun onto the boardwalk, Abigail clutched the wine bottles to her chest to keep them from bumping and banging into each other. She took off toward the Village Public Safety office which was three buildings down from the bar. Tucker always parked the UTV in the back, so she couldn’t see if it was there. Even if it were, it was no guarantee Tucker was inside. He could easily be anywhere up and down the mile-long boardwalk. Or at home for that matter.

To her relief, her little buddy sat behind his beat-up metal desk with his nose in his computer. Abigail had no idea why Jonathan would call Tucker that. Tucker was only slightly smaller than Jonathan in height and size. It must be a testosterone thing.

She rushed into Tuck’s office so quickly that his head snapped up with wide, startled eyes. “Jeez, Abigail. You scared the crap out of me.”

“Sorry. I have news that can’t wait.” She placed the canvas bag on his desk, and the cloth sides fell away to reveal the two bottles of wine.

Tucker raised a dark brow at her. “What, that you plan on getting drunk?” Flick leaped from her shoulder to land on Tucker’s desk. He picked up the ferret and held him close as he smirked at Abigail. “Flick seems to think so.”

“No,” she said, growing irritated. “That’s for tomorrow night’s Scoops and Sips.”

“Tomorrow night? But you just met Saturday.”

Abigail exhaled loudly. She was tired of explaining the impromptu gathering. “Would you let me talk? It’s important.”

The corner of Tucker’s top lip curled upward as he lifted Flick to eye level, and asked the ferret, “Have you ever known a time I could stop her from talking?” A chitter was Flick’s only response. Tucker placed him back on the desktop and gave Abigail his undivided attention. “I’m listening, Abs.”

“I just came from the Midnight Sun,” she gestured to the bottle of Vin Santo. “Jonathan says one of our guys was in there on Saturday.”

“Our guys?”

“Suspects. One of our suspects. Keep up.”

Tucker frowned.

“Sorry. It’s Timothy Wagner. He was there on Saturday.”

“So?”

“So?” she echoed. “Wagner said he went to Sweet Street and the library. He never mentioned he’d been to the Midnight Sun.”

“Again. So?”

Abigail’s irritation started to escalate. Couldn’t he tell something was amiss? Did she have to spell it out for him? She took two calming breaths. This was important and she knew if Tucker knew what she knew, he’d be able to corner the killer when he went to question them.

“Jonathan said the guy was jittery and appeared anxious. And he overheard him on the phone, saying something about being the one to take the risk, and that he’d be the one to go to jail.”

Tucker sat upright then, pitching forward and planting his arms on his desk. “He actually said he’d go to jail? For what? Did he say what?”

“That’s all Jonathan heard. Just that Wagner had taken a risk and now he’s afraid of going to jail for it.”

Pushing his chair back, Tucker stood and began to pace a small path between the desk and the antiquated filing cabinet against the wall of the small office. Abigail stepped back and waited, watching him think it through. When he stopped, he placed his hands on his duty belt, and said, “The guy’s a toothpick. Could he have held Harper down long enough for him to drown?”

Abigail turned up her palms and shrugged. “Maybe he caught Frank off guard. You know, the element of surprise?”

Tucker dragged a hand across his sturdy jaw. “Maybe. But I wonder what his motive was, and what was the risk he took?”

“We need to go to the Aurora right now,” Abigail pressed. “So we can question him.”

Tucker looked at the watch on his wrist. “It’s only 1:30. We’re not supposed to go until 6:00.”

“Let’s go now,” Abigail insisted, her persistence getting the better of her.

“We can’t. I made special arrangements with Mac. He’s not going to be there, but he told Bear and Anita to let us use his office to question them individually. Plus, I want to make them all as uncomfortable as possible. Dinnertime, when they would all be winding down, is the perfect time to set them on edge.”

“Who cares if they’re on edge? If Timothy Wagner did it, we don’t need to question the others.”

He let out a weary sigh while patiently enduring Abigail's efforts to help him catch the killer. “You should know it’s not that straightforward.” Tucker moved back to his desk and sat again. Then he looked up and said, “The killer leaves a breadcrumb trail, a delicate blend of spices and murder, to be savored by those who dare to dig deeper.”

Abigail gaped at him. “Did you just quote Inspector Hughes to me?”

“I read,” he told her and ticked up that lip again. “Look, a bartender overhearing one side of a conversation is not enough to prove someone has committed murder. It’s not just about the cards we’re dealt. It’s how we play them.”

“This is not poker,” Abigail replied. “It’s murder.”

“All the more reason to proceed with caution.”

Her shoulders drooped. She’d known Tucker long enough to recognize when she knew it was time to take a step back. It helped her out in the long run, but old habits die hard. “Fine. But you better shuffle the hell out of those cards.”

“Don’t I always.” He winked.

Grabbing her bag of wine and her ferret from Tucker’s desk, she made her way to the door. “I trust your judgment, Tuck, but I can’t shake the feeling that a killer is about to get away with murder.” Then she draped Flick over her shoulder and marched out.

***

In an area of the country where days can be marked by twenty-four hours of sunlight, they can seem pretty long. Abigail had never experienced a day so long as this one though. To pass the time, she threw herself into making more ice cream. Cracking eggs, whipping up batches of caramel, and chopping chocolate-covered coffee beans was a much-needed distraction. Before she was done, Abigail had made enough Fatal Frost for the display case in the shop, a gallon for her parents’ cafe, one for Mac—because, well, Mac loved her ice cream—and finally, a gallon for Scoops and Sips the next night.

All that busy work allowed Abigail time to roll the clues in the case over and over in her mind. A nondescript bracelet. Which was now a stolen clue. A love note in the victim’s effects. And a man confessing to something he was afraid of going to jail for.

Besides the clues, there were the suspects, the Quantum Capital employees. There was certainly no love lost among them. Then there was Katherine Bellamy and Hiroshi Ito—no need for love when the relationship is purely physical. Although maybe there was love on Ito’s part. Maybe he knew Bellamy was in love with Frank Harper, and in a moment of anger, he sent him to sleep with the fishes.

Then there was Brittany Dobbs. Abigail couldn’t see her doing it. She was distraught when she learned of Harper’s death. She’d have to be a great actor—not to mention a total nutcase—to have been so convincing. No. She didn’t see Brittany being guilty.

That left Robert Alvarez and Timothy Wagner. Alvarez seemed too incompetent to Abigail. He came across as the type to always be making excuses for an incomplete job. She just didn’t think he had the gall or the drive to kill a man, especially not in a physical manner.

Finally, there was Wagner. Until the tidbit she’d gotten from Jonathan today, her money had been on Katherine Bellamy. Now, she wondered if maybe Wagner was the one they should have been suspecting all along. He struck Abigail as the kind of man who hid weird things in his basement. She shivered at the thought.

Unfortunately, none of her suspicions connected to their physical evidence.

When Evelyn had closed out the cash drawer and cleaned the counters and dipping scoops, she went home for the day. This left two hours until the time for Abigail to meet Tucker at the Aurora. Since her clothes were sticky with splatters of caramel, cream, and sugar, she went home to change. When she realized that she wasn’t the only one who was sticky, she decided to kill some time by giving Flick a bath and a vigorous towel drying.

Although she wasn’t hungry after sampling ice cream and biscotti all day, Abigail forced herself to eat leftover spaghetti from Frost Bites that she’d brought home earlier in the week. She hardly tasted it; she just needed something that would keep her going.

Finally, at 5:50, Abigail slid on a rain jacket and placed Flick in one of the large outside pockets. “There’s a light mist, buddy. Don’t wanna get wet now that you’re clean.” Flick didn’t mind. He simply burrowed into the pocket where there were tidbits and crumbs left from treats carried there on previous outings.

Finally it was time and Abigail and her furry assistant set out for the Aurora Anglers Lodge at a brisk pace. Even if she’d wanted to slow down, it would have been impossible. She was simply too eager to get each one of Quantum Capital’s C-suite executives alone.

As she traversed the boardwalk, Abigail spotted Tucker leaning casually against a spruce tree near the lodge. “He looks like he doesn't have a care in the world,” she mumbled to herself. Sometimes his insistence on being chill irritated her to no end, yet it sometimes calmed her at the same time. Couldn’t he express a little fervor now and again? It’s a wonder they’d stayed friends for so long, they were nearly polar opposites.

Tucker pushed off the tree and fell in step with her. “Mac won’t be here, but—”

Abigail interrupted him, “Yeah, you said, I remember. You didn’t say why, though.”

He glanced at her. “He didn’t tell me. But he agreed to set this up, and I’m grateful for that.”

“Yeah, yeah. Sure, sure. Still, it seems like Mac is dodging us, dodging the problem. Don’t you think so?”

“How else would you expect a man to act when his business—his livelihood—is on the line? This could potentially ruin the Aurora Anglers Lodge.”

“I suppose so,” Abigail agreed. She still thought Mac seemed to be avoiding them. There was that nagging feeling at the back of her neck that she just couldn’t shake. It wasn’t Tucker irritating her, it was definitely something else that she just couldn’t put her finger on.

When they reached the front door, Tucker turned to her, palm up.

Abigail smacked his palm, but this time, Tucker locked her hand in his before she could pull it away. “Wha-”

“Tag, but I’m it. I know you, Abs and where your heart is when it comes to finding out who hurt Frank, but try not to react to these people, okay?” Tucker asked, as he gently caressed the back of her hand with his thumb, his voice filled with tenderness.

“I won’t. I-I mean, I will. I mean…”Abigail stammered and shook her head, completely flushed by his touch. She snatched her hand away, avoiding his eyes. She cleared her throat and tried to swallow, but her throat felt like sandpaper. Subconsciously, she reached down and felt Flick’s comforting fur under her fingertips. When she looked back at Tucker, he had a concerned look on his face. Clearly he hadn’t felt what she felt. “Got it,” she finally managed to say, turning toward the front door and away from his penetrating gaze.

Tucker turned and banged on the door. In seconds, Anita Rawlings opened it and said in an awkward and elevated tone, “Oh, hey, you two. We weren’t expecting you.”

A corner of Abigail's mouth twitched as she side-eyed Tucker, wondering if he, too, found the surprise acting a little amusing and a nice distraction from what just happened. He remained stoic. Her attention shifted back to Anita, but the lingering warmth from Tucker's grasp, created a renewed smile. However, this time, it wasn’t about the feigned acting attempt.

“Would you like to come in?” the woman asked stiffly then stepped aside.

As they entered the hall, Anita whispered, “They’re in the dining room. And I have Mac’s office unlocked.”

“Thanks,” Tucker said.

Then Anita led the way. “Everyone’s in here about to have dinner,” she said in that same shrill timbre.

As Abigail and Tucker entered the dining room, Katherine Bellamy groaned exaggeratedly and said, “Oh, god, not you two again.”

“Good evening, Ms. Bellamy,” Tucker said, his voice calm and smooth.

Abigail, recomposed and focused, did a quick assessment of the group seated at the table. Katherine Bellamy sat in an armchair at the head of the table, Brittany Dobbs on one side by herself, and the three men on the other side as far down as they could get from Katherine.

“We’re sorry to interrupt your dinner, but we have some questions for each of you.”

“Now, Detective Glenn?” Brittany Dobbs asked. “We were just about to have dinner?”

Abigail noticed a slight blush on Tucker’s cheeks when Ms. Dobbs called him a detective.

“I’m not a detective, ma’am. I’m a Village Public Safety Officer.”

“Then why are you here?” Katherine demanded. “This seems like it’s out of your paygrade.”

Abigail wanted to smack the woman. “Tucker is doing some preliminary work for the troopers,” she chimed in.

Tucker turned to Abigail and gave her a look that was uncharacteristically unreadable.

Puzzled, she refocused on the group, especially Katherine Bellamy. She didn’t appreciate her tone with Tucker.

“I promise I’ll make it as quick as possible,” Tucker told Ms. Dobbs. Then to Anita who hovered in the opening onto the hall, he said, “Would you mind holding off on serving dinner?”

Groans circulated around the table.

“Of course, Tucker. I’ll be in the kitchen when you need me.” Then she left, exiting through the swinging door to the kitchen. Abigail noticed the swinging door didn’t quite close all the way and knew the woman was listening on the other side.

“We would like to talk to you one at a time in Mac’s office,” Tucker informed them. “Who wants to go first?”

Glances bounced around the long table. Then Katherine bellowed, “Fine. I’ll go first.” In a huff, she yanked her napkin from her lap, tossed it onto the table, and propelled her chair back. “Let’s get the bungling over with, so we can have our dinner.”


Chapter 14


Mac Coleman’s office was bigger than Abigail’s living room. The furnishings reflected the mountaineer and angler lifestyle associated with the three lodges owned by the Coleman brothers. Tucker asked Katherine Bellamy to sit in one of the upholstered armchairs in front of the massive cedar desk while he walked around and lowered himself into the giant leather swivel chair behind it. Abigail followed to stand next to him. She wanted to be able to observe Katherine Bellamy’s body language.

“I’ve already told you,” Katherine said as she crossed her legs. “I didn’t kill Frank.”

Tucker leaned back in a lackadaisical manner. “That’s all well and good, Ms. Bellamy. However, you’re likely about to have dinner with the person who did.”

Katherine Bellamy’s eyes widened, and her mouth dropped. Abigail smothered a laugh with a fake cough behind her hand.

“I… Uh…” Katherine stammered.

“Why don’t you tell us about the relationship between you and Frank Harper, Ms. Bellamy?” Tucker asked. “Your work relationship,” he added.

Adjusting the collar of her fleece tunic, Katherine Bellamy replied, “I’m—I was—Frank’s executive assistant for the last two years. He promised—led me to believe that he would promote me to a CEO position if I bided my time. I worked my ass off for him.” Her last statement was elevated in volume and meaning. “How was I supposed to know he’d bring in a candidate from one of his startups? Git-something-another.” The woman mangled the name of the startup company at which Brittany Dobbs had worked.

“You are his executive assistant, and you don’t know the name of the companies he founded?” Abigail asked.

Katherine pressed her lips into an angry thin line and narrowed her eyes at Abigail.

Tucker continued. “And why do you think that happened?”

“I know why it happened. She made him fall in love with her.”

Tucker raised a curious look to Abigail, then shifted his gaze back to Katherine. “And how does a woman make a man fall in love with her? More to the point, how did Ms. Dobbs manage it with Frank Harper?”

“You would have to be a billionaire to understand,” she quipped.

A slight chuckle sounded from deep in Tucker’s throat. “You’re probably right about that.”

Katherine continued, “Frank changed after he started seeing her.”

“How so?” Tucker asked.

“He lost his edge—became Mr. Nicey-nice”

“Can you be a bit more specific?” Tucker asked.

“He became introspective; his priorities changed. Suddenly he wanted to do everything by the book. He claimed he was worried about the legacy he was leaving behind.”

“His legacy?” Abigail wondered, cocking her side to the side. “As in children?”

Katherine shook her head. “No, Frank doesn’t have kids. It was more like social consciousness crap. He began throwing around words like ethics and integrity, and embracing transparency and honesty as the company’s guiding principles.”

“How horrible,” Abigail jibed.

“Laugh all you want,” Katherine replied. “But Brittany changed Frank. He lost his edge,” she repeated.

The room fell quiet for a moment. Abigail wanted to get to the meat of her questions, and she was tired of waiting on Tucker to ask them. Thinking of the love letter addressed to Frankincense, she blurted out, “Ms. Bellamy, did you have a pet name for Mr. Harper?”

“A what?”

“A nickname,” Abigail repeated. “You know? Like honey-pie or love bug?”

Katherine gave her a derisive grunt. “Do I look like I’m sixteen? No, I didn’t have a nickname for Frank. Except maybe ‘asshole’.”

“What about jewelry?” Abigail asked. “Did Frank Harper ever buy you any jewelry?”

Folding her arms over her chest, Katherine replied, “I don’t see how that has anything to do with one of them killing Frank.” She pointed over her shoulder in the direction of the dining room.

“Ms. Bellamy,” Tucker said and restated the question. “Did Frank Harper give you any jewelry while you worked for him?”

Katherine’s chest rose and fell as she took in a slow breath. “He gave me a pair of diamond studs as a thank-you for the extra hours I put in on a project. It was before he started seeing Brittany. That’s why I thought…”

“Diamond studs?” Abigail said. “He paid you for a job well done in diamond studs?”

“It was a bonus,” Katherine snapped. “They weren’t cheap. So, I thought…”

The woman’s tone had turned melancholy, and Abigail almost felt sorry for her. She knew she had to be careful when it came to empathy, because an abundance of empathy for a woman’s heartbreak could cause an investigator to become biased. Abigail pushed it aside and said, “Is that when you and Ito—you know?”

“Hiroshi was one drunken night of self-pity last February. That’s all.”

“Did he want it to be more?” Tucker asked pointedly.

“Yeah, but I shut that down quick.”

“Would Ito have wanted you badly enough to eliminate the competition?” Abigail asked.

All of the bravado fled as the blood drained from Katherine’s face. “I uh… do you really think Ito could have done that,” she said in a strained voice.

Flick chose that moment to poke his head out of Abigail’s rain jacket pocket. Katherine gasped and pointed at the jacket.

“What?” Abigail looked down and realized what was happening. “Don’t worry,” she said. “He’s not getting out.”

“I just—It startled me. I guess I’m a tad jumpy,” Katherine chuckled nervously. “Can I go now?” She moved to stand but paused, waiting for Tucker’s response.

He lifted his gaze to Abigail who didn’t protest. She had nothing else to ask Katherine. Even though hours ago she was convinced Katherine Bellamy was Frank Harper’s killer, she knew now the bracelet Flick found wasn’t Katherine’s, and she had not written that letter. The letter had a soft side, a tenderness that Katherine Bellamy did not possess.

“You can go,” Tucker said. “Will you send in Ms. Dobbs?”

When she’d left the room, Abigail pulled Flick out of the jacket pocket and cuddled him to her chest. Stroking his plush coat helped her concentrate, plus it would help distract the nosy animal for a time.

“What do you think?” Tucker asked.

Abigail stared at the door Katherine had exited through. “As much as it tastes like rancid milk to say it, I don’t believe she did it. I was certain the initials K.B. were hers, but now I’m not so sure. I mean, you saw how it was all about business for her. Even her relationship with Frank. It wasn’t love; it was a rung in her journey up the corporate ladder. She didn’t care that he had fallen in love with another woman, only that the other woman had changed his business practices.”

“And she didn’t even bat an eye when asked about pet names,” Tucker pointed out. “As far as terms of endearment go, I wouldn’t be surprised if her dog’s name was Dog,” he added.

“I know. It’s not like my wittle Flicky-flick.” Abigail raised the ferret to nuzzle her nose to his. “My wittle fur ball of love.”

“Put that thing away,” Tucker ordered as if Abigail wielded a weapon. “I thought it was clear that he couldn’t make his presence known for this part.”

Abigail continued to carry on a conversation with her wittle Flicky-flick as she stowed him in her jacket pocket. “I know, I know,” she commiserated with the ferret. “He’s a grumpy pants. Yes, he’s like this all the time, I just put up with it.”

“Good god,” Tucker responded, stifling a smirk. “Sometimes I wonder about you.”

The door opened then and Brittany Dobbs entered the room. She wore a lavender button-up crewneck cardigan over a matching shell top that made her short blond hair pop. Her eyes were ringed with various shades of red, and Abigail wondered if she’d stopped crying since she’d heard the news of Frank’s death.

Brittany Dobbs didn’t wait for instructions to have a seat. She gently lowered herself into the one Katherine Bellamy had vacated, sitting on the edge of the chair. She was listless rather than tense, seeming not to care for appearance or comfort.

When Tucker spoke, his tone was softer than the one he’d used on Katherine. “Ms. Dobbs, can you tell us how you moved from your position at one of Frank Harper’s startups—” he paused and waited for Brittany to supply the name of the company.

“CodeVerse Gitworks. I was Chief Financial Officer there.”

“How did you go from your position at CodeVerse Gitworks to CEO of Quantum Capital?”

Brittany Dobbs’s face took on a determined expression. “It’s not a simple answer.”

“We’ve got time,” Abigail replied.

“I was hired by a staffing agency to join Gitworks. I never met Frank for an interview.” She took a breath and looked down at her hands where she fussed with the hem of her sweater as if trying to reknit it.

When she didn’t continue, Tucker pressed, “You did meet him eventually, yes?”

“I met him virtually. I attended weekly meetings as Gitworks’ CFO. Then I met him once in person at a team-building event in Los Angeles.”

“Is that normal?” Tucker asked. “For startups like the one you worked for?”

“Yes,” she replied. “The industry is highly competitive and moves fast. Startups come and go, and if they can’t move fast enough to keep up, they can soon be shut down. In cases like that, there’s no reason for employees to have met the investor.”

“Then how did you get involved with Frank Harper, Ms. Dobbs?” Tucker asked, as his brows furrowed. “How did you go from working at a company he invested into being the CEO of his business?”

Brittany released the hem of her sweater and gripped the sides of the armchair she sat in until her knuckles turned white. “My mother had cancer.” The woman’s voice suddenly cracked, and she bit her lip and looked away.

Abigail and Tucker snapped confused expressions at each other.

“Ms. Dobbs, are you all right,” Abigail asked as she picked up a box of tissues from the desk and stepped around to offer one to Brittany.

Batting back tears, Brittany took one of the tissues. She wiped her eyes and muttered, “Thank you.”

“We can take a break,” Tucker offered. “Talk to one of the men, if you need a minute.”

Brittany blew her nose, and replied, “No, no. I’m fine. It’s just so hard. It’s only been a few months since I lost my mother. And now Frank.” Her voice quavered again, and the room fell quiet. Only the sound of a breeze blowing in the trees outside the window behind Abigail and Tucker penetrated the silence.

“My mother was being treated for breast cancer. I took her for her regular treatments, so she wouldn’t be alone. It’s just her and I. Was just her and I. So, I couldn’t let her go through it by herself. One day when I was coming back from the cafeteria to the unit where she was undergoing her chemo, I bumped into Frank. I don’t know if it was the stress I was under, or what, but my first thought was that I was in trouble for missing so much work to help Mom.”

Brittany’s voice faded as she tossed the dirty tissue into a trash receptacle. Abigail gave Tucker a what-do-we-do expression. Tucker studied Brittany Dobbs as she took another tissue from the box. Then he returned a softened gaze to Abigail that conveyed his sympathy for the woman. He wasn’t going to rush Brittany Dobbs into finishing her answers.

“I was afraid of losing my job because of taking so much leave,” Brittany continued. “I stuttered and stammered when I tried to explain to him what was going on. It was stupid. He barely knew me, yet in my overstressed mind, I had him tracking me down at a hospital to fire me. But when he told me what was happening to him, I understood. We saw each other a few more times like that—randomly—and we started to talk. He shared his concerns about his business, and I shared my life being raised by a single Mom. Soon, he started scheduling his treatments at the same time as Mom. On purpose. So we could have that time together.” Brittany smiled to herself, and Abigail and Tucker were on tenterhooks, suspended by curiosity.

“I’m sorry, Ms. Dobbs,” Tucker said. “ Did you say you learned what was happening to him and that Frank Harper scheduled appointments at the same time as your mother’s? Was he undergoing some kind of treatment as well?”

Brittany nodded.

“For what?” Abigail asked softly.

“Breast cancer.”


Chapter 15


Abigail and Tucker stared open-mouthed at Brittany Dobbs.

“Breast cancer?” Abigail gushed, the words coming from her mouth sounding strange to her ears.

“Yes. He was getting radiation treatment for it.”

“No one else has mentioned this,” Tucker pointed out.

“That’s because no one else knew. He wanted it kept quiet until he had a better understanding of how it would affect his life, affect everything and everyone he was responsible for. Quantum Capital is a public company listed on the New York Stock Exchange. He had a lot to be concerned about and didn’t want people panicking if it wasn’t necessary. The doctors had hoped at the time that the treatment would be all that was required.”

She stopped to take a breath then, and Tucker gently pressed, “And?”

Brittany chewed her bottom lip as a single tear trickled down her cheek. “And it did,” she said softly. “He was cancer-free.”

A beat passed as Abigail and Tucker waited for Brittany to compose herself. When she had, she continued, “We kept seeing each other after that. There was something about the shared battle with cancer that brought us close. We,” she paused and her cheeks turned pink, “became more than friends. Back then, I didn’t know much about how he ran the company. I’d been hired by Gitworks, so I didn’t know anything about the inner workings of Quantum Capital. He began to share with me how his”—she stared off into space—“how he’d not been completely ethical in some of his practices until his encounter with cancer had changed him.”

When she paused again, Abigail and Tucker looked wide-eyed at each other. Finally, Abigail asked, “How so?”

“It’s hard to say because it’s not like it was sequential. He started by being more transparent. No more lying by omission—that sort of thing. When approaching a new deal, he would be considerate. He recognized that behind every merger were real people with families, wants, and needs. Turns out, the more he tried to be a better person, the more he wanted to help people. He started going to people he’d hurt in the past.” Brittany stopped and looked at Abigail and Tucker before going on. “He started trying to make amends.”

“Amends?” Tucker said.

“Yeah. Sometimes it was just an apology, sometimes it was literally him giving someone money. If he thought he’d wounded someone, he felt compelled to make up for it. That’s actually why we chose here”—she gestured a hand about—“to schedule this retreat.”

“You mean he was making amends to the group?” Abigail asked.

“No. To Mac Coleman.”

“What?” Both Abigail and Tucker nearly shouted.

Tucker held up a hand. “Wait, Frank Harper came to Shelter Mountain, to the Aurora Anglers Lodge, to make amends to Mac Coleman?” His voice was elevated, disbelief clear on his face.

“That’s right.”

“Amends for what?” Abigail asked.

Brittany blinked a few times. “I’m sorry. I don’t really know. It was personal. All I know is that it was something Frank felt bad about.”

Abigail opened her mouth and said, “Holy shi—”

“Thank you, Ms. Dobbs,” Tucker interrupted. “We can see this has been a lot for you. Why don’t you go have dinner, and if we have any more questions, we’ll reach out.”

Brittany Dobbs nodded solemnly. “If there’s anything I can do to help you find out what happened to Frank, please let me know.” She stood then, head low and shoulders slumped, and left the room.

When the door had closed behind her, Abigail blew out an audible breath, then looked down at Tucker and pointed. “I told you. I told you Mac was acting weird.”

“Yeah,” was all Tucker said, apparently too stunned to come up with anything more.

“Where is he?” Abigail asked. “We need to question him. Now.”

Tucker’s brow furrowed, and he stammered, “I… Uh… I don’t know.”

“Well, I think you better—” Abigail’s statement was cut off when the door opened and Hiroshi Ito stepped in.

For a split second, Abigail had forgotten what they were doing. Everything was happening so fast. Before her conversation with Jonathan, she’d been sure Katherine Bellamy was the killer. But then they’d learned about Timothy Wagner’s phone conversation at the Midnight Sun. It all seemed settled then. It had to be Wagner. But now… now she wanted to know what Mac Coleman had to do with Frank Harper, and why the latter felt compelled to atone for something concerning Mac.

Hiroshi Ito flopped into the seat Brittany Dobbs had vacated. “What do you wanna know?” he asked flippantly.

“What does Frank Harper have to do with Mac Coleman?” Abigail blurted.

Tucker whipped his head in her direction and gave her shut-up eyes.

“Huh?” Hiroshi grunted. “Who’s Mac Coleman?”

Abigail, unable to restrain her curiosity in light of the recent revelation, ignored Tucker’s shut-up eyes, and continued, “Mac. Mac Coleman. The man who owns this lodge.” She circled her hand over her head.

“Oh, him.” Hiroshi then frowned, confusion etching his brow. “Nothing,” he said and shrugged. “I mean, I’m sure Katherine set up the retreat. So, I don’t see how Frank had anything to do with the dude who owns the place.”

Abigail’s frustration grew. The clues kept piling up, yet they led to nothing.

“Tell me more about this deal you and Robert Alvarez cooked up,” Tucker interjected.

Hiroshi Ito shared his version of the story Katherine Bellamy had told on Sunday, of how he and Robert Alvarez had forged Alvarez’s education and work history. It was the same story, only Hiroshi Ito framed it as though the two were innocent of any wrongdoing. Ultimately, Abigail didn’t care about that. No doubt, Brittany Dobbs, as CEO, would take care of them when they returned to California.

When Hiroshi Ito had left, Robert Alvarez followed. Abigail figured this was a waste of time just as Ito’s interview had been. She wanted to get to Timothy Wagner. And Mac Coleman. She was determined to find out what Mac had to do with all of this.

Robert Alvarez proved to be a fountain of useless information. He confessed to every bad thing he’d ever done in his life, from stealing gum from his teacher’s desk in elementary school to accidentally setting his parents’ garage on fire as a teenager. Funny, but ultimately useless information.

Finally, it was Timothy Wagner’s turn. Abigail reached into her pocket and caressed Flick. Feeling his warm fur grounded her and she knew she needed some grounding. She didn’t want to overstep Tucker’s investigation. Flick was her living, breathing talisman. He’d found their best two pieces of evidence, and now she was sure he’d help them get the truth out of Timothy Wagner. On instinct, she pulled Flick out and held him close as Wagner came in and took a seat. Tucker glowered at her, but softened a bit as he saw Abigail’s shoulders relax. He didn’t make her put the ferret away.

“Mr. Wagner,” Tucker said, shifting his attention. “Remind me what you were doing on Saturday between 10 a.m. and 3 p.m.”

The man’s mouth opened, and he glanced at Abigail and Flick. “I—I went to that ice cream shop and then the library. I checked out some books. I can show you if you like. They’re up in my room.”

Tucker dismissed the question and pressed, “Was that the only place you went?”

Abigail shifted, holding her breath and waiting to see if he denied it.

Timothy Wagner tugged at the neck of his charcoal sweater and swallowed. “I—I may have stopped by the bar.”

Hmm. Abigail was almost disappointed that he owned it so easily. Maybe he figured he could keep the lies at a minimum to make them more believable.

The room was quiet as Abigail and Tucker stared at Wagner. She and her sleuthing friend were doing what she called ‘making the perp sweat’. And it was working. Wagner suddenly appeared to not know what to do with his hands. He tried steepling his fingers, gripping the chair’s arms, and then running his boney white fingers through the balding spot on top of his head. Until, finally, beads of literal sweat popped out above his skinny upper lip.

Clearing his throat, Timothy Wagner adjusted his position in the seat, then stared as Abigail stroked Flick’s back. She continued to pet the ferret. Starting at the base of his head and slowly sliding her hand down his neck, back, and tail. Over and Over. The movement was hypnotic, and Wagner was transfixed.

“You went to the Midnight Sun?” Abigail asked smoothly, her voice just above a whisper.

Wagner continued to stare at the mesmerizing movement. “Yeah, I stopped by on the way back from the library.”

Tucker and Abigail looked at each other, and he covertly dipped his head at her, urging her to continue.

“Any particular reason why?” Pet, stroke, pet. The motion continued.

“I…I couldn’t get a signal on my phone. So, I went in to see if they had Wi-fi.”

Pet, stroke, pet. “Was your call that important?”

Timothy Wagner licked his lips and swallowed again. “Y-yeah.”

“I can see that,” Abigail replied, and tilted her head slightly while holding his gaze.

Wagner pulled his gaze from the ferret and the luxurious massage it was receiving. “I had to talk with someone back in the States. Some business I had there.”

“Really? Did it have anything to do with anyone here, in Shelter Mountain?” Abigail continued to press. Pet, stroke, pet.

The man’s gaze returned to Flick. “Well, yeah. Sort of.”

“Was it about the possibility of going to jail for something you did?”

Timothy Wagner jumped to his feet then, and Tucker followed suit, and in a flash, Tucker moved around to stand in front of Timothy Wagner. At six feet, Tucker towered over the underweight and undersized Chief Technology Officer. Fear spread across the man’s pasty white face.

“How did you know? Who told you? Ito?”

Abigail returned Flick to the pocket pouch and walked around to stand next to Tucker for support; whatever that may look like. She was going to be by his side whatever the case. “Yeah, Ito told us everything. But if you tell us your side of things”—she looked pointedly at Tucker—“maybe we can do something to help.”

“Abigail.” Tucker groaned her name low in his throat. A warning she couldn’t miss for him to take the lead now.

She was onto something because Timothy Wagner was clearly terrified. Abigail thought it too corny to say he looked like a deer caught in headlights. Rather, he was a moose caught in a convenience store. He’d made a giant moose-stake, and now he was about to reveal it all.

“I didn’t mean for it to go so far. I had a few gambling debts I wanted to pay off. But things got out of control.”

“What things?” Tucker asked.

“I only did it a time or two because I was afraid of getting caught. But when the guys found out, they started blackmailing me. They said if I didn’t do it again and again, they’d turn me in.”

Abigail’s eyes widened as she looked questioningly at Tucker.

“Wait, wait.” Tucker put up a hand. “What exactly did you do—over and over? And who are the guys who blackmailed you into doing it.”

“I used the cybersecurity software to monitor Quantum’s financials and non-public info.”

“What?” Abigail squeaked, certain they’d found a motive.

“You were selling insider secrets?” Tucker asked.

“So, you killed Frank Harper when he found out,” Abigail added matter of factly.

“No, no,” Wagner exclaimed. “I never touched Frank.”

“But someone in the bar overheard you saying you were afraid of going to jail,” Abigail said.

“Yeah, for insider trading. Not murder.”

Tucker turned and walked away a couple of steps, then pivoted to look back. “And you have an alibi,” he observed.

“Yes,” Wagner practically shrieked. “You obviously know when I was in the bar. And I have time-stamped receipts for it and the ice cream shop.” He pitched a shoulder. “I was gonna use them on my taxes.”

“Give me a break,” Abigail huffed and walked away too.

“Plus,” Wagner continued. “That woman out there” he pointed to the door to an area of the house now unseen—“that woman, the chef or maid or whatever she is, she saw me come and go, so she knows what time I was here. I’m telling you, I didn’t kill Frank.”

Abigail moped around to the big picture window behind Mac Coleman’s enormous cedar desk, planted her hands on her hips, and stared out at the lush green forest beyond.

After a moment of silence, Wagner asked timidly, “Are you going to tell Brittany about this?”

Tucker scoffed, “No, you are. But if you don’t I will.”

Wagner sighed wearily. “Tonight. After dinner. I’ll ask to speak to her privately.”

Behind her, Abigail heard Timothy Wagner shuffle to the door and leave.

“Well, he may be going to jail for insider trading, but he didn’t kill Frank Harper,” Tucker said.

Abigail turned to face him. “Then who did?”


Chapter 16


Abigail whipped around to tell Tucker, “We have to find Mac.”

“Now hold on,” Tucker patted the air.

“Look, I know you don’t want to think about it, Tuck. I don’t either. Hell, the man is my best customer. He keeps me liquid. But Mac’s our only suspect left.”

“Abigail,” Tucker’s voice held the warning again. “I’m telling you to pull back. Mac is not a suspect. We can’t go accusing him of murdering a man we only just found out he knew in times past.”

“But we have to talk to him.”

“And we will. But before we do, I want to question Katherine Bellamy again.”

“Why? I thought we already cleared her.”

“No one is cleared until the murderer is found,” Tucker sighed. “But I want to talk to her before we talk to Mac. She could have some idea why Harper came here, specifically to the Aurora. She might give us a bigger-picture view. And before we go pointing fingers at Mac, I want to know what the hell I’m talking about. Aaand,” he added on a long breath, “I’m still not sure a burned business associate didn’t put someone here up to it, especially a jilted lover-slash-protege like Katherine. Anyone around the world could have been involved.”

Abigail nodded slowly. “So you think it’s possible that someone he’d burned in the past used her to take him out?”

Tucker shrugged. “Maybe somebody Harper screwed over wanted revenge, restitution or not.”

“I suppose it’s possible,” Abigail replied.

“Makes a hell of a lot more sense than Mac Coleman doing it,” Tucker said, running a hand across his forehead and over his chin. “Plus, I want to ask Katherine if Harper had her specifically choose this place for the retreat. He might have said something to her that will clear this up.”

“About Mac?”

“About Mac.”

They left the office then and returned to the dining room where four of the Quantum Capital party sat in front of plates and wine glasses.

“Where’s Ms. Bellamy?’ Tucker asked.

Brittany Dobbs turned to face him. “She went upstairs to lie down.”

Tucker glanced at the staircase outside the dining room in the grand hallway. “Can someone ask her back down again?”

Hiroshi Ito snickered. “You won’t be talking to her tonight.”

“No? Why’s that?” Abigail asked.

“Because she’s sleeping with her old friend Ambien tonight. Knowing her, probably two old friends.”

Anita entered the room through the swinging door leading to the kitchen, and Abigail switched gears from Katherine to Mac.

“Hey, Anita, is Mac back yet?” she asked.

“Oh, no, he won’t be back for days.”

“What?” Abigail said and looked at Tucker.

“Why not,” Tucker asked.

“He’s gone to the cabin,” Anita replied.

“The cabin?” Hiroshi Ito interjected. “Isn’t this his cabin?”

Anita gave him a you’re a city boy look. “No, dear. This is a commercial fishing lodge. Mac has a one-room cabin up on the mountain. He goes there to relax and get away from town when he’s feeling stressed.”

“Get away from town?” Hiroshi sputtered. “This”—he indicated the lodge—“is further from town than I ever intend to be again.”

Next to him, Robert Alvarez snort-laughed, while Timothy Wagner kept his head down, poking at the grilled salmon on his plate.

Tucker sighed, cupped a hand around the back of his neck, and rolled his head from side to side. “Okay. Well, will you or Bear tell Mac I want to talk to him when he gets back?”

Anita bobbed her head. “Sure. Just as soon as he comes in.”

Then to Brittany Dobbs, he said, “Please let Ms. Bellamy know I will be back here tomorrow to speak with her again.”

“Yes, of course,” the woman replied.

Tucker turned to Abigail. “Let’s go.” She fell in behind him as they left the Aurora Anglers Fishing Lodge.

Neither of them spoke as they made it down the deck stairs and to the gravel path leading to the boardwalk. It was nearly 9:00 p.m., and the sun still glowed across the crisp, green tree tops and nearby mountain range. Abigail opened up her jacket pocket, and Flick shot out, crawling up her arm to perch contentedly on her shoulder. This time he stayed more alert rather than taking on the assumed scarf position.

As they passed the Midnight Sun with its R&B music humming enticingly, Abigail commented, “Awfully convenient that Mac’s stress level needed some cabin time right now. In the mountains where there’s no cell service.”

“Abigail…” Tucker let her name hang in the air between them.

“I’m just sayin’.” After a few more steps, Abigail glibly added a line from the most recent novel in the Inspector Atticus Bailey Mysteries series: "Amongst the fallen leaves and quiet solitude, the hidden motives fluttered like birds yet to take flight."

Tucker emitted a dismissive grunt and kept walking.

They strolled on in silence, and when they reached the VPS office, Tucker asked, “Want me to take you home?” He pointed his thumb in the general direction of the UTV somewhere behind the office building.

Abigail shook her head. “Not unless you plan on coming up and doing a load of laundry for me.”

“Nnnope.”

They both stood there for a moment, once again stuck in awkward silence. Abigail looked at his hands, they were now buried in his pockets. It was probably better that way. “In that case, I’ll see you tomorrow.” Abigail continued down the boardwalk while Tucker went around the building and out of sight.

Abigail was surprised by how tired she was when she climbed the stairs to her house. Bone tired. She just wanted to eat and go to bed. Had it only been this morning that she woke to find herself snuggled up with Tucker on her couch? Her cheeks warmed as she recalled it now.

Once inside, she placed Flick on the floor, and he made a beeline for his food and water bowls. “Good job today, buddy,” she yawned. “You charmed the truth right out of that crook.” She walked to the kitchen to find something for herself to eat. “Maybe we should start a detective agency? Flick and Associates.” Abigail chuckled, but the ferret twittered a noncommittal response.

Abigail was starved. At the same time, she was too tired to care. She heated up a frozen dinner in the microwave before settling down on the sofa with Flick, a cold beer in hand. She half enjoyed her meal while indulging in an episode of their favorite show, Columbo.

When she’d finished the rubbery roast beef and mashed potato concoction, Abigail downed the final ounces of the beer and scooped up Flick, who was practically asleep already. She was exhausted. And no way did she want to fall asleep with the sun shining through the front windows, so she headed to her room. Once in her pajamas, she and Flick got into bed. She lay back on the pillow as Flick scaled it to fold himself into the crook of her neck, where they both fell fast asleep.

***

The next morning, Abigail awoke to Flick seated on her chest. “Good morning, my furry friend,” she said and scratched behind his ear. “Did you sleep as well as I did?” She rolled over for her phone on the nightstand. “I wonder what time it is? We’ve got a lot to do today. Make sure Liam is getting the Apricot Assassins made for tonight’s meeting. Open Sweet Street. More questions at the Aurora.”

As she yawned and stretched her arms over her head, the screen on her phone lit up to reveal the time. 10:08 a.m. “Holy crap,” she exclaimed, threw back the covers, and bolted upright. “We overslept, Flickers! Shoot.” Opening the phone’s screen, she saw she had three missed calls from Tucker, but no voicemails. “He’s gonna kill me,” she said to herself as much as to the ferret. “He’s probably chomping at the bit to get back to the Aurora.”

Preparing for the butt-chewing, she pressed his number and waited for him to answer. After the second ring, he picked up, but Abigail spoke before he could. “Hey. Sorry. I slept in. But give me thirty minutes, and we can head over to the Aurora.”

“No need,” he replied.

Abigail shifted and planted her feet on the shag rug next to her bed. “What do you mean? Aren’t we going back to Mac’s place to question Katherine?”

“I already went.”

“What do you mean, you already went?” she said, slightly disappointed as she shot to her feet. “You couldn’t wait for me?”

“Uh. I did. I called three times.”

Frustrated at herself, she shoveled a hand through her wildly tangled hair and paced a couple of steps, then returned to sit on the side of the bed again. “Why didn’t you come by?” she asked softly, looking at Flick. “We could have been laying up here dead,” she told the ferret, “and he wouldn’t take the time to come check on us.” She heard Tucker’s reserved sigh on the other end.

“I did come by and check on you,” he told her. “And you were sound asleep.”

“You came in? How’d you get in?”

“Through the door? You still didn't lock it.”

“Oh.”

“You and Flick were out cold. I didn’t see any reason to wake you up.”

“No reason to wake me up? I needed to be with you.”

“Aww, I’m touched.”

“Stop it. You know what I mean.”

“Don’t sweat it. I didn’t learn anything new. Katherine had no clue Harper knew Mac in a previous life.”

“Okay, well, that’s something. I might have been able to pick up on clues you missed, though.”

“There were no clues to pick up on. I wasn’t even there for half an hour.”

“What about Mac? Was he back yet?”

“No.”

“Damn it,” Abigail muttered on the way to her closet. “I feel like we’re running out of time, Tuck. The troopers could be here any day. You know they’ll take the case away from you.”

When he didn’t respond, she asked, “What do we do now?”

“I’m at the office, taking care of some paperwork. I suggest you go on to work as well.”

“But…”

“If anything comes up,” he added,” I’ll call you. Or I’ll bring a bucket of ice water.”

“Ice water?”

“To wake you up.”

“Ha, ha, ha,” Abigail gibed. “Goodbye, Tucker Glenn.”

“See ya.”

Abigail ended the call and tossed her phone on the bed while she dressed. How was she supposed to focus on anything with all of this going on? At least tonight she had the Scoops and Sips gang coming over. They would be a pleasant distraction.

The day went by so slowly, Abigail was sure the clock was ticking backward. But, at last, the time for her friends to come over arrived. Nellie, buzzing with excitement, came first. Followed by Liam with the fabulous Apricot Assassin biscotti, and then Jonathan. “Gavin made me swear I wouldn’t let you solve the murder without him,” he quipped.

Abigail chuckled. “You tell him tomorrow, I’m solving this thing with my eyes closed.” Then she looked out the door and down the stairs. “Where’s Ms. Phillips?”

“Food poisoning,” Jonathan said.

“What?” Abigail replied, shocked.

“Kaya said she was in the clinic today. The old lady had eaten something bad. I told Kaya everything the woman eats is bad.”

“Preach,” Liam said from his spot on the sofa. “Pigs in a blanket,” he mumbled and shivered.

In the midst of all that, Abigail took note that Jonathan had spoken with Kaya today. She liked the idea of her bartender friend keeping her doctor friend occupied.

“Okay, get ready to have your wool socks knocked off,” she told the small gathering. “Tonight we have all new flavors to try, starting with my”—she placed a hand on her chest—“Fatal Frost ice cream, along with Liam’s Apricot Assassins, and washed down with Jonathan’s recommendation, an Italian wine, Vin Santo.”

Before she turned to go to the kitchen, Abigail noticed Nellie was excited. The redhead sat on the edge of the sofa, her knees bouncing like a jackhammer on the wood floor. If she didn’t stop soon, she’d pound right through to the underfloor.

“Nellie? What’s up with you?” Abigail asked, pursing her lips at her friend. Then added, “I know the grand pairing is going to be a hit tonight, but is there something else going on?”

A blast of air blew across Nellie’s lips as if she’d been holding for days. “I thought you’d never ask. I figured out where I’d heard Frank Harper’s name before.”

Abigail was taken aback and blindly walked over to sit on the floor before the coffee table, forgetting all about ice cream, biscotti, and wine. “What? How?” she demanded.

Nellie smiled knowingly, pausing for effect. “He bought—well, his company. I mean now that he’s dead, he can’t exactly—”

“Nellie, make sense!” Abigail barked.

“He bought land right here in Shelter Mountain.”


Chapter 17


“Shut. Up,” Abigail exclaimed as she stared open-mouthed and wide-eyed at Nellie.

“Hand to god,” Nellie said as she raised her right hand skyward.

“This is the dead guy?” Jonathan asked.

“Yeah,” Abigail replied. “What land did he buy? Where? Why?”

Nellie’s smile was broad as she relayed the information. “He bought several acres adjacent to the school. I have no idea why. I’m not even supposed to know this much. He kept it all on the down low, stayed anonymous, but I have my ways.”

Peering into space, Abigail considered this, then asked, “Is it a done deal?”

“Yep. A done deal,” Nellie replied. “The deceased Frank Harper owns a prime piece of Shelter Mountain.”

“Jonathan, have you heard anything about this?” Abigail asked him. “Any scuttlebutt around the bar?”

“No. Not a word.”

“Aren’t you going to ask me who he bought the land from?” Nellie teased.

Abigail looked from Jonathan to Liam to Nellie. “Who? Who did he buy the land from?” She could barely contain herself.

“None other than our dear little quilting bee, Hannah Phillips.”

Abigail slapped both hands on top of the coffee table and let loose a few expletives. “No way. No way. All this time Ms. Phillips has known this guy? Why hasn’t she said something?”

“Probably too busy knitting and purling,” Liam quipped.

“That’s not quilting, you moron,” Jonathan said.

“Same difference,” Liam replied.

“Wow,” Abigail said, drawing the word out like a magician pulling a scarf from a sleeve. “I’ve gotta tell Tuck.” She pulled her phone from her jeans pocket.

“You’re not asking him to come over, are you?” her twin asked, looking despondent.

“Yeah. Why not?”

“He’s such a downer. All policey and such.”

“Policey?” Abigail arched a brow.

“I agree with Liam,” Nellie chimed in. “If Tucker comes over here, you’ll ignore us and talk murder stuff with him.”

Abigail opened her mouth to retort, but Jonathan shut it for her when he said, “Not to mention, we’d have to sit here and watch the sparks between the two of you fly.”

“Excuse me?” Abigail blustered.

“Come on,” Jonathan chuckled. “My eyes may be different colors, but they still see just fine.”

Again, Abigail opened her mouth. And, again, she shut it.

Liam slapped his knees and pushed off of the sofa. “Well, I for one have had enough murder talk. I’m ready for scoops and sips. Who’s with me?”

“Wait,” Abigail wailed. “Don’t you want to help figure this out?”

“That’s a hard no,” Liam replied, then went into the kitchen.

“But we should go see Ms. Phillips. Find out what she knows.”

“Weren’t you listening?” Jonathan said. “She’s at home with it coming out both ends.” He stood then and walked to the kitchen to join Liam, adding, “Not sure she’s up to detecting work tonight,” as he went.

Jonathan and Liam began dishing up and pouring the evening’s treats, while Abigail asked Nellie, “Don’t you want to help?”

“I did help. But right now, I want ice cream and wine, now that that cat’s out of the bag.”

“And biscotti,” Liam yelled from the kitchen.

“And biscotti,” Nellie added and went to join them.

Abigail sat in the middle of her living room floor, flabbergasted that her friends, and her brother, didn’t grasp the gravity of the situation. A man had been murdered. In their town! And they worried more about ice cream, biscotti, and wine.

Soon they were caught up in eating and drinking and moved on from the subject of Frank Harper. Abigail was a bit disappointed. That was the whole reason for the emergency meeting of Scoops and Sips. But, after having dropped her news like it was hot, Nellie moved on to discussing a dating show she’d been streaming, Liam gabbed about his new baguette recipe, and Jonathan kept talking about Kaya. The evening that Abigail had eagerly anticipated, hoping to unveil a killer lurking in their town and restore safety, proved to be just as arduous as the day.

It took great patience and self-control on her part not to order them all out. She wanted everyone gone so she could focus on this latest clue. Abigail was at a loss for how to assist Tucker when the State Troopers took over. She felt like she had nothing to offer Tucker that could help him. She considered sneaking to the bathroom and sending him a text with this latest information, but it was much too important for a text. So, she let the Scoops and Sips gang drone on about nothing of significance until she thought she’d jump out of her skin.

At last, Nellie stood and said, “Well, the rest of you may work late shifts, but I have to be at the office in the morning.”

Abigail jumped to her feet and did her best impression of someone who sounded disappointed. “Aww, you have to go?”

“Yeah,” Nellie said, oblivious to her true sentiments, grabbing her jacket from the coat rack by the door. She slid it on and turned back to everyone. “Another winner combination, my friends,” she complimented Abigail, Liam, and Jonathan for their parts in the evening’s refreshments.

“Thanks,” Abigail said with a genuine smile as she laid a hand on Nellie’s arm and guided her to the door. “Sorry, you have to go so soon.” She really was since she couldn’t help her any more on the case. Nellie’s mind was brilliant and her insights would’ve been helpful. Now, Abigail had to focus - alone if needed. She opened the door and nudged Nellie. “We’ll see you later.”

“Bye,” Nellie waved as she crossed the threshold, seconds before Abigail slammed the door.

When she turned back to the remaining two, Jonathan stood and said, “Well, I can tell when I’m not wanted.” Then he gave Abigail a playful wink. “I’ll get out of here and let you get back to solving the crime of the century.”

Abigail allowed herself to chuckle. He knew her well. Good thing nothing ever came of her old crush. He’d know everything she was up to and then some.

When Jonathan had gone, Abigail turned to Liam and folded her arms over her chest.

“Are you trying to get rid of me, too?” Liam asked, sheepishly. “Because you know if you try to make me do something, I’m just going to dig my heels in and refuse.”

“No, you don’t have to go. But I’m about to.”

“What? You’re not going to fight with me?”

“No, Li. I’m trying to solve a murder here. Time is running out. Once the troopers get involved, they won’t let Tucker or me be a part of it. And I want to solve this - for us, for the town. Someone killed a man who was in the process of turning his life around, and I want to know who did it. Why they did it. I want to see justice done.”

“Wow, Sis. I’m sorry. I can see this means a lot to you. I didn’t realize. What can I do to help?”

Abigail exhaled, releasing the pent-up energy in her chest. When she spoke again, she softened her tone. “I appreciate that, Li, but there’s really nothing you can do. Other than keeping your ear to the ground and letting me or Tuck know if anything you hear sounds suspicious.”

“Yeah, yeah. Of course.” His brows turned down forming a V shape.

“What?” Abigail asked.

“I guess it’s just hitting me that there’s a murderer in Shelter Mountain. Somehow, it hadn’t seemed real until now.”

Abigail walked over and put out a hand to pull her brother to his feet. “Don’t let it freak you out,” she said softly. Liam was easily disturbed when being forced out of his comfort zone, which was basically his home, their parents’ cafe, and Flour Power. So this revelation could potentially set him into a tailspin. “There’s no reason for any of us locals to worry about it,” Abigail assured. “It’s most likely connected to Frank Harper’s business contacts.”

“Are you sure?” Liam asked.

“I’m sure.” She propelled him toward the door. “Now, tell Mom and Dad hi for me when you get home.” Then she took his jacket from the rack, handed it to him, and gave him a peck on the cheek. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Yeah. See you tomorrow.”

When Liam had gone, Abigail went in search of Flick. She found him in the bathroom where he was in the process of stealing a cardboard toilet paper ring from the trash can. “Come on, Flickster. No time for that. We’re going over to Tuck’s.” Soon, she had on her jacket, Flick had his sweater in place on her shoulder, and was on her way across town to Tucker’s place.

Setting out at a brisk pace, Abigail was at Tucker’s front door in less than ten minutes. Tucker had a small two-bedroom house with a similar floor plan to Abigail’s, simple and cozy. The barn red building sat next to his parents’ home a half mile up the wooded hillside from Abigail’s place. It was after 9:30, yet she doubted Tucker would be in bed. If he was, he’d just have to get up, because she wasn’t leaving until she’d told him about Ms. Phillips selling land to Frank Harper.

Flick sniffed her hair as she raised her hand to bang on Tucker’s front door. She giggled because it tickled, then when she heard movement inside, she banged again, and shouted, “Open up, dude. It’s important.”

A second passed, and the door flung open. Tucker stood there barefoot and dressed in a pair of sweatpants. His feet weren’t the only thing that was bare, though. He wasn’t wearing a shirt. Well, he mostly wasn’t- he was struggling to put one on with his head in the sleeve. It twisted in on itself, and the more he worked it, the more his abs tightened; Abigail found herself transfixed.

After a breath-holding eternity, he slid the shirt on and asked, “What are you doing here? Do you know what time it is?”

Abigail licked her lips, momentarily forgetting why she was there. When her brain came back online, she pushed past him, not waiting to be invited in. “I have some news about Frank Harper’s presence here.”

“It couldn’t wait until morning?” He yawned and scratched the back of his head, mussing his thick, light brown hair.

When he didn’t bother smoothing the layers back down again, Abigail fussed and did it for him. “You look like a toddler who just got up from a nap.”

“Thank you, Mother,” he replied. “But as you could probably tell from my previous lack of attire, I was about to go to bed.” He picked up a remote control from the coffee table next to him and turned off the TV. “Sit down.” He used the remote to point to a spot on the sofa. “Now what’s so important it couldn’t wait?”

Abigail removed Flick from her shoulder to let him roam on the floor, then she sat on the leather sofa and sank back into its plush cushions. She hadn’t realized til that moment, that the evening’s revelation had turned her back into a mass of knots. Stacking her feet on the coffee table, she groaned into the pressure release on her spine. Tucker wasn’t the average single guy. Not that she’d been in a lot of single men’s homes, but Tucker was a stickler for cleanliness. No empty beer cans on his coffee table. Or dirty dishes stacked in the tiny kitchen. A place for everything, and everything in its place.

Dropping into the armchair across from Abigail, Tucker extended his long legs. Once he’d stacked one ankle over the other, he groused, “Get on with it, already.”

Renewed energy suddenly burst through Abigail, and she sat upright. “Nellie found out that Frank Harper bought land here in Shelter Mountain.”

Tucker pitched up then. “Come again?”

“You heard me. Frank Harper used a shell company to buy a patch of land near the school.”

Tucker looked down at his hand resting on his knee, clenching and unclenching his fist, as he echoed, “Frank Harper bought land here?”

“That’s what Nellie said.”

“What for?”

“She didn’t know. But there’s more.”

“Go on.”

“He bought the land from Ms. Phillips.”

“What? Why hasn’t Ms. Phillips said anything?”

“I’ve been thinking about that. I’m not sure she knows that is who’s dead.”

“But she saw us that day behind the clinic.”

“And Frank Harper’s face was covered. Plus, who’s to say if Ms. Phillips ever met him? Or that she ever even heard his name before. Nellie said it was bought through a corporation. Corporations and shell companies buy real estate all the time without revealing the investor.”

“How do you know that?”

“From the Rosewood Realty: An Agent's Affair series. The books have a butt-kicking realtor protagonist.”

Tucker shook his head from side to side and gave her a pitying, yet amused look.

“What?” she demanded.

“Nothing. Go on.”

“It’s just that it’s possible Ms. Phillips sold that land without ever meeting the buyer. It could have been done via realtors only. I’m sure Shelter Mountain’s—I’m not just selling houses, I’m selling dreams—realtor, Etta Klinger, worked the deal out for her.”

Tucker plucked at a tiny knot of fabric in the leg of his sweatpants. “But what about your group—scoopsies? Wouldn’t she have learned who he was there?”

“No. You told me to keep my mouth shut when we found him that day. I never told them who he was. Except for Liam. Plus, she wasn’t there tonight. I do find it hard to believe Hannah Phillips would sell her family’s land to anyone, let alone an unnamed business executive.”

The two sat in the quiet for a moment. Then something struck Abigail. She gasped loudly and slapped a hand over her mouth.

“What?” Tucker said, startled by her seemingly unprovoked reaction. “What?”

Abigail lowered her hand and muttered, “You don’t think Ms. Phillips killed him, do you?”


Chapter 18


Tucker had tears coming out of his eyes.

“Stop it,” Abigail demanded.

“I can’t,” he wailed as he continued to guffaw. “Oh, god, I’m getting a stitch in my side.” He rubbed his ribcage and wiped his eyes.

Abigail frowned and rolled her eyes as she waited for his laughter to subside. She didn’t see what was so funny. It was a legitimate theory. Suspects come in all colors, genders, backgrounds, and ages. A lonely busybody who carried her quilting bag everywhere she went wasn’t above suspicion.

Flick skittered over to Tucker and climbed his pant leg, dooking his own excitement. Tucker picked him up and laid him on his chest, and, as his laughter dwindled, he stroked the ferret’s back. He looked at Abigail. “Hey, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.”

She glared. “You didn’t hurt my feelings. You pissed me off.”

“That’s fair.” He finished off his last chuckle then leaned sideways and passed Flick over to Abigail. “I tend to think your theory that Ms. Phillips never even met Frank Harper but sold the land through a realtor is the most plausible. It’s more plausible than her filling his lungs with water up at Three Moose Pass.”

“I suppose so,” Abigail conceded. “We should still question her, don’t you think?”

“Tomorrow,” Tucker replied with a yawn. Then he hoisted himself to stand. “Now, you and your little weasel can stretch out there on the sofa”—he pointed to a decorative pillow and quilt that was most likely made by Ms. Phillips—“or you can go home.”

“You’re the weasel, Tucker Glenn,” she grumble-teased. Then she put Flick on her shoulder and got up to leave. After opening the door, she paused, “I’m setting an alarm. I’ll meet you at Frost Bites at 8:00 for breakfast. Ms. Phillips wasn’t well today, but we’ll check on her tomorrow, and if she’s up for it, we’ll go visit her. If she’s not, we’ll hit up the gang at the Aurora for another round of, Who’s guilty of murder?”

“Fine,” Tucker agreed with a smile. If Abigail wasn’t mistaken, she even saw a twinkle in his eye as he watched her. “Lock the door behind you,” he added as he scratched his backside and headed for his room.

“Ugh. You’re such a gentleman,” she retorted, stealing another glance at his backside. Then she and Flick started out for home.

Underneath a blushing sun, Abigail walked down the hill to her house. Her thoughts were all over the place. It seemed like the more answers they found, the more questions were raised. It was so frustrating. She sincerely hoped a visit to see Ms. Phillips the next day would bring clarity.

The last thing she did before falling asleep that night was set an alarm on her phone. She wasn’t about to miss meeting with Tucker this time. Just before losing consciousness, she puzzled over the inexplicable warmth that washed over her body whenever Tucker crossed her mind.

***

The next morning, Abigail and Flick entered the back door of Frost Bites well before the scheduled time to meet Tucker. She was greeted by the mouthwatering scent of nutty browned butter. It came from the hot griddle where her father stood, flipping pancakes to Paganini.

He smiled when he saw her. “Morning, Punkin. Shouldn’t you still be asleep?”

“I’m meeting Tuck. After breakfast, we’re going to start questioning suspects again.”

Harold Stone’s countenance hardened ever so slightly. Most people wouldn’t have noticed, but Abigail knew when her father was about to become fatherly. When he’d stacked several pancakes on a platter, he turned off the griddle, wiped his hands on his apron, and walked over to stand by his only daughter.

“Your brother told us all about it last night. I don’t know how I feel about you getting caught up in this murder business. It’s dangerous, honey.”

Abigail chewed her bottom lip, weighing her options. She’d known the man for 27 years. She had to choose her words carefully, because if her father got too worried, he’d go to Tucker and put a stop to Abigail’s participation in the investigation.

“I get it, Dad, but I’m being careful. Plus, you know Tuck. He won’t let anything happen.”

Harold Stone narrowed his eyes at his daughter. “He let you get caught up in it all in the first place.”

Petting Flick on her shoulder, she declared, “He didn’t let me get caught up in anything. I’m the one who found Frank Harper’s body to begin with.”

The back door opened then, and Tucker stepped inside. “Morning,” he said cheerily to Harold. “Something smells good.”

Her father didn’t reply. Instead, he walked over to the butcher block countertop, picked up a knife—one way too large for the task at hand—and began chopping strawberries. “We were just talking about this murder investigation,” he told Tucker.

Tucker turned big eyes on Abigail. Harold Stone was not a man to be trifled with. As a hunter, her father knew how to use that knife with stealth and precision. “That’s right,” Tucker replied. “We’re going to talk to some people today.”

Harold paused and used the enormous butcher knife as a pointer. “You will take care of my daughter.”

Tucker chuckled, then sharply sucked it in as he met Harold’s unamused gaze. “Of course. But, honestly, Mr. Stone, when have you ever known Abigail to need protecting?”

Abigail experienced a moment of pride brought on by the compliment. Then he had to go and ruin it.

“It’s me that needs looking after, with all the grief she brings me.”

“Whatever,” she bellyached. Her father nodded at Tucker, apparently feeling they’d come to some kind of agreement.

“Grab a plate and load up,” her father told them.

They did just that, and just before going into the dining room, Abigail put Flick in her pocket. She didn’t want to freak out any guests not accustomed to his ever presence.

It was 9:00 before they finished the meal. Not that it took that long to eat, but a handful of locals were in the cafe, and they wanted to talk about the murder. Abigail had to give Tucker credit where credit was due. He was good at fielding the questions and allaying their fears without giving away valuable information.

Abigail waited as long as she could stand it. At last, she asked, “Can I call Ms. Phillips now?”

“Yeah. Tell her if she’s up for it, we’ll bring her breakfast.”

“Good idea,” Abigail agreed. “Brown-nose her into giving us information.”

Tucker winced. “I prefer to think of it as cultivating trust and creating an atmosphere of cooperation.”

“Whatever, Encyclopedia Brown. That works too.”

She hated to admit it, but the promise of food was a good idea. And the minute Ms. Phillips heard the offer, Abigail caught her enthusiasm over the phone line.

“Are you sure you’re up for it? I know you’ve been ill,” she told the woman.

“Oh, yes, dear. I’m much better. I’m all sewn up like a quilt on a rainy day. ”

Abigail smiled to herself. “Okay, good. Glad to hear that. So, Tuck and I will be there shortly.”

“Abigail?” Ms. Phillips asked.

“Yes?”

“Be sure to bring me some of your momma’s cinnamon swirl banana bread.”

Abigail smiled even bigger to herself. The woman was just fine. “Will do.”

Before they left Frost Bites, Abigail loaded two to-go containers with all manner of breakfast foods, along with two slices of the promised cinnamon swirl banana bread. Then she and Tucker set out for Ms. Phillips’ house.

The Phillips home sat up on the mountain, higher than the town or any other homes there. It was one of the first built in Shelter Mountain. It was certainly the grandest. Two stories, multiple beds, and baths. Built from Sitka spruce, it was sturdy and had withstood nearly a century of rigid temperatures to majestically stand sentinel over Shelter Mountain. As she and Tucker approached it now, Abigail couldn’t help mulling over, as she often did, how sad it was that Ms. Phillips lived in the great house alone. It softened her heart toward the woman every time she thought of it.

As they walked up to the door, and Tucker raised his arm to knock, Abigail, took a chance and said, “Tag me, Tuck.”

Hand in midair, he looked over at Abigail for a second, confused. “We're here for a casual chat, Abs, not grilling a suspect or jumping off of the mooses’ horns over on Antler’s Pass…again.”

Abigail smirked, cocked her head to the side, eyeing him, waiting.

Tucker rolled his eyes, then smacked her palm, a knowing smile spread across his face. Regardless of the stupidity or importance of their excursions, Abigail wanted Tucker to know that she had his back, regardless of the moments when her words got the better of her.

Tucker knocked on the door, and it opened immediately.

Ms. Phillips stood there, wrapped in a patchwork quilted jacket. “I was watching for you,” she said, stepping aside to let them enter.

“Thank you for letting us stop by,” Tucker said. “I understand you were ill.”

“Pshaw,” she grinned and waved away his concern. “I’m fine. Just a little tummy trouble.”

Abigail noticed, however, that despite the woman’s deference, there were gray smudges of fatigue under her eyes.

“Shall we take this into the kitchen?” Abigail asked and raised the bag slightly for the woman’s benefit.

“Yes, yes. Follow me.”

As they trailed behind Ms. Phillips into the interior of the home, Abigail noticed a room to the right. One she figured at some point had been a den but now was very obviously Ms. Phillips’s quilting room. The back wall was lined with shelves, and those shelves held bolts of fabric arranged by color and then by shade. Various types of baskets made of wicker, cloth, and wood were filled with sewing supplies around the room on multiple shelves and surfaces. In the center of the space sat a cutting table with a cutting grid.

Moving on, Abigail took in the quilts hanging on the walls of the hallway and main living area. Ms. Phillips proudly displayed her craft. Abigail thought about the pride she felt when she made a successful new ice cream flavor and the gleam in Liam’s eyes when he perfected a new pastry recipe. Now she hoped to see that same look on Tucker’s face when Frank Harper’s murder was solved.

When they entered the kitchen, Ms. Phillips pointed to a mid-century dinette set in the circular breakfast nook of the mint green kitchen. “Put that over there,” she said. “While I get some utensils.”

Abigail walked over and placed the Frost Bites to-go bag on the walnut tabletop.

“I made a pot of coffee,” Ms. Phillips said. “Would you like a cup?”

“Oh, no, we just—”

Tucker cut Abigail off. “That would be great.” Then he whispered to Abigail. “Let her have this.”

Understanding settled on Abigail. “Sure, Ms. Phillips. Let me help you.”

Within minutes, the three were seated at the dining table, the sun streaming through the lace sheers of the floor-to-ceiling windows of the cozy nook, and Abigail was trying to swallow down another cup of coffee, while she fed Flick little pieces of bacon Ms. Phillips had brought him.

“This was very thoughtful of you,” she said, sighing. “I usually have an iron stomach, but something just didn’t agree with me. And I must admit, after being ill, I was hungrier than I thought.” She forked up another bite of scrambled eggs, then washed it down with her coffee.

“Ms. Phillips,” Tucker began. “We’re actually here in an official capacity.”

“Oh? How’s that?”

“We wanted to talk to you about the land you recently sold. A section near the school?” Abigail let her sentence hang like a question in the air.

“Yes, I was resistant, but when I saw what was planned for it, I couldn’t help selling. The community will benefit.”

“Is that right?” Tucker wondered casually.

“Absolutely. A new school is just what this town needs. One that has the latest technology as well as a trade program. Not to mention the new musical instruments promised. I’ve always thought it was sad that Shelter Mountain wasn’t big enough to have a band. It left the music program lacking. Our little village could never afford the likes of these things without this benevolent benefactor. I was happy to sell under those conditions.”

“Wow,” Abigail said as Flick climbed down her shoulder onto the dining table. “No, Flick,” she chided and reached for him.

“He’s fine,” Ms. Phillips assured her. “Can’t hurt anything. In fact, I’ve been thinking about getting me just such a companion,” she said and stroked Flick’s head. “Do you think it would travel well in my quilting bag? His beautiful white fur would compliment my patches so well.”

They were getting way off course. Abigail replied, “I’m sure they would,” and then brought the conversation back on track. “But we wanted to ask you about who you sold the land to.”

“Now that’s the funny thing,” the woman replied, stirring a giant spoonful of sugar into her coffee. “The whole thing was kind of hush-hush. You’d think with such generosity, they’d want recognition. All I know is it was some company. Goes by the name Frankincense Corporation.”

Abigail spewed coffee across the table, some of it landing on Flick. “What!”


Chapter 19


Taking her time, Ms. Phillips rose and went to the counter for a couple of paper towels. Abigail immediately jumped up to take some from her hands. “I'm so sorry. Please, let me do it,” she pleaded, feeling embarrassed over her reaction to the exciting news.

“Look at you,” Mrs. Phillips said to Flick when she sat down. “You’re a sticky mess now.” Then she picked up the ferret and wiped him clean. Abigail dried the table, took the dirty paper towel from Ms. Phillips and tossed them in the trash across the kitchen. Tucker, unmoved by the whole situation, just gaped at Abigail. She smiled sheepishly, and perched herself precariously on the edge of her seat and then gave Tucker wiggly eyes that said, okay, do something now.

As Flick seemed to thank Mrs. Phillips with dooking sounds and kisses on her cheek, Tucker asked, “Ms. Phillips, did you say the name of the company that bought your land was Frankincense Corporation?”

“Yes, that’s right. The Frankincense Corporation. Funny name for a company. Don’t you think?”

“This has to be our Dear Frankincense,” Abigail said to Tucker.

Tucker scraped a knuckle across his stubbled chin and observed, “First, we find out if that man knows Mac. And now we learn Frank Harper bought land in Shelter Mountain. The guy sure gets around.”

“Frank?” Ms. Phillips asked. “Did you say Frank Harper bought the land?”

They turned to her. “Yes, ma’am,” Abigail replied. “We believe the Frankincense Corporation was owned by a man named Frank Harper.”

“Well, now, that explains a lot. Especially, considering the ice rink they plan to put in,” Ms. Phillips said thoughtfully.

“An ice rink?” Abigail was confused.

“Are you saying you know Frank Harper?” Tucker asked.

“Yes. It’s been years, of course. But it’s hard to forget what happened after he left. Mac made such a stink, blaming Frank for the tragedy that was really nobody’s fault. I mean Frank wasn’t even here when it happened. How could he be blamed? Anyway, what makes you say he’s behind the Frankincense Corporation?” Ms. Phillips asked.

Abigail’s thoughts were like the Fourth of July, with sparklers, Roman candles, and rockets all going off at once.

“Ms. Phillips,” Tucker said, “you heard about the man that was found dead on Saturday?”

She gave him an indulgent smirk. “I was there when you and Abigail snuck that poor man into the clinic.”

Abigail silently berated herself for not ascribing the proper respect to Ms. Phillips. She was turning out to be more than thimbles and quilt batting.

“Why do you ask?” Ms. Phillips said as she continued to enjoy Flick’s company who was now on her shoulder, nuzzling her neck.

Abigail placed a hand on top of hers where it rested on the table. “That was Frank Harper, Ms. Phillips.”

Ms. Phillips gasped. “Oh, no. You don’t mean it.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Tucker replied.

“Well, that’s just terrible.”

“It is,” Abigail agreed.

“Everyone in town says it was a murder,” Ms. Phillips gasped then looked from Abigail to Tucker and back again. “Is that true?”

Abigail nodded slowly. “I’m afraid so.”

The three sat quietly as outside the breakfast nook window, the sun went behind a cloud and a slow drizzle began.

At last, Ms. Phillips spoke. “I don’t know what to think about this. When Etta approached me about the deal, she simply said some entrepreneur wanted to do something for Shelter Mountain, to buy the land, and build a nice school. When he promised to fund all the added programming, why, how could I say no? It would never have occurred to me that it was Frank Harper. Not with him long gone for nearly twenty years now.”

“Long gone? From here?” Abigail pointed a finger downward. “You said he was from Shelter Mountain?”

“Yes, he used to live here. You don’t remember?”

“No,” Abigail replied. “I was–we were—only seven years old twenty years ago. And Frank Harper was what?” Abigail looked to Tucker for confirmation. “Forty years old? He’s at least thirteen years older than us.”

“Well, it was just him and his daddy. The poor boy’s momma ran off when he was a kid. It was a sad situation. Old man Harper drank all the time. If it weren’t for people in town, Frank wouldn’t have had school clothes every year, let alone anything for Christmas.” She shook her head. “Sad situation.”

Tucker’s text message alert sounded. He pulled his phone from his VPSO jacket pocket, read the message, then placed the phone on the table and raised a meaningful gaze to Abigail. “Mac’s back at the Aurora.”

Abigail wanted to jump up and say, Let’s go, but something Ms. Phillips had said flopped around in the back of her mind like a king salmon on the end of a line. So, she hesitated.

“Ms. Phillips,” Abigail said, “what was that about Mac making a stink over something Frank did?”

“It wasn’t something Frank did. He wasn’t even here when it happened. But Mac blamed him anyway.”

“What did he blame Frank for?” Tucker asked.

“Bear’s sister’s death.”

Abigail searched her memory. Bear’s sister’s death. Bear’s sister’s death. But she couldn’t remember any of the details, only that there was heartbreak surrounding it. She’d always thought that was because Bear was left all alone then. She shifted in her seat and asked, “What did Frank have to do with Bear’s sister?”

Ms. Phillips released a wistful sigh. “They were an item back then. Any time you saw one, you saw them both.”

“And Mac?” Abigail pressed.

“Mac liked her, too.”

Abigail turned an aha look on Tucker, and stated, “Mac liked the same girl Frank did.” She stopped short of saying that sounded like a motive for murder because she didn’t want to upset Ms. Phillips.

Tucker continued, “You mentioned Mac blamed Frank Harper for some kind of tragedy. What was it? What happened?”

“Well, like I said, Frank had already left town when it happened, but Mac was bereft. He loved that girl so, and when she died, he promised to kill Frank Harper if he ever saw him again.”

“What?” Abigail shrieked, which caused Flick to startle and leap straight up.

Ms. Phillips chuckled at the ferret and reached to console him. “It’s okay. Nothing can hurt you here.”

“Ms. Phillips,” Tucker pressed, his voice firm and deliberate. “What happened to Bear’s sister?”

“She’d gone ice skating. Fell through the ice at Lake Falconedge and drowned - at least that’s what the townsfolk said. I assume that’s why the Frankincense Corporation wanted to build an ice rink.” Ms. Phillips paused, her eyes widened, and she placed a hand to her lips. “Oh, my.”

“What?” Tucker asked, leaning forward.

“That explains why one of the stipulations of the contract was that the name of the new rink would be The Karen Bates Ice Rink.”

It was Abigail’s turn to bug her eyes. “Karen Bates. Bear’s sister’s name is Karen Bates?”

“Yes,” Mrs. Phillips replied.

Abigail locked eyes with Tucker, and they recited the love letter’s closing farewell at the same time, “Love, K.B.”

“It wasn’t Katherine Bellamy,” Abigail stated.

“It was Karen Bates,” Tucker countered.

Ms. Phillips’s confused gaze bounced back and forth between them, as Abigail sat back in her chair and processed this new information.

“Like I said,” Ms. Phillips continued, getting cozier with Flick. “Mac loved that girl, but she loved Frank. I suppose when Frank moved to the Lower 48, Mac thought he’d have a chance with her. When she died, he projected all his grief onto Frank. Some people find solace by placing blame.”

“Mac held a grudge against Frank Harper,” Abigail said contemplatively.

“I wonder if the two patched things up while he was here,” Ms. Phillips said then cleared her throat and amended, “That is to say, before he died, I hope the two had the chance to settle their rivalry before this awful thing happened.”

Abigail replied, “I think it was settled, all right.”

Tucker’s message alert went off again. He picked up the phone beside him on the table and opened the app. After reading it, he pocketed the phone, pushed his chair back, and stood. “We gotta go,” he told Abigail. “I’m sorry we have to rush out, Ms. Phillips,” he said kindly. “We appreciate your time. You’ve helped us a lot.”

Scraping her chair on the hardwood floor, Abigail surged to her feet. Tucker’s text held something important, and she wanted out of that house at once to learn what it was.

“Let me see you to the door,” Ms. Phillips offered.

“That’s not necessary,” Abigail responded.

“Nonsense. You came all this way and brought me your momma’s cinnamon swirl banana bread. The least I can do is show you to the door.”

Abigail turned anxious eyes on Tucker. He shrugged and returned her look with one that said, What are we gonna do?

Moving interminably slowly, Ms. Phillips finally got to her feet and led the way out of the kitchen. “I hope that you find poor Frank’s killer. I always remember him being so melancholic. I’d hate to think he wasn’t resting in peace.”

At last, they reached the front door of the Phillips’ family home, where Abigail and Tucker said one last goodbye. Once they were on the other side of the closed door, Abigail exclaimed, “What? What is it? What was in that last text?”

Tucker checked the handcuffs on his duty belt, then took off with a swift step, and Abigail rushed to keep up, staying cautious of her footing. The rain had stopped, but the ground was slippery.

“State troopers will be here in an hour,” Tucker said as they accessed the boardwalk.

“Crap,” Abigail blustered. “Crap, crap, crap. That doesn’t leave us much time to question Mac.”

“No. It doesn’t.” Tucker’s response was hard and matter-of-fact.

As they entered town, Abigail couldn’t help from saying, “We were right about Mac. I knew he was hiding something.”

“You have to gloat right now, Ab? You’re wasting breath that could fuel our pace.”

“Right, right. Sorry.” Striving to keep up, Abigail’s head was swimming as it turned over everything Ms. Phillips said. She wanted to be prepared. Time was short. No room for error.

They’d passed the library and clinic and were closing in on Flour Power, and Abigail came to a dead stop. “Wait.”

Tucker pulled up and turned to face her. “What?” he demanded and checked his watch.

Abigail patted the pockets of her rain jacket. “I forgot Flick. He was all cozy and snuggly with Ms. Phillips, and I forgot him. What kind of mother am I?”

“You’re not,” Tucker snapped and added, “We don’t have time for you to go back.

Glancing behind over her shoulder, Abigail lamented, “I can’t leave him.”

“Then you’ll have to go back by yourself. I’ll meet you at the Aurora.”

“You’d go without me?”

“Yep.” Then he turned and resumed his trek.

Abigail chewed her lip. She understood why; time was of the essence. She called after his back, “I’ll run. It won’t take long. And I’ll catch up with you at the lodge.”

Tucker waved a hand over his head and kept going.

By the time Abigail reached Ms. Phillips’s front door, the woman was already standing in its opening. “I knew you’d be back,” she teased. “I considered hiding him and keeping him for myself.”

Abigail feigned a laugh and gathered Flick into her arms. “I’m sorry, baby. Momma’s sorry.”

“Are you sure I can’t tempt you into another piece of that cinnamon swirl banana bread?” Ms. Phillips asked, her eyes twinkling.

Abigail was simultaneously stuffing Flick into her pocket and backing down the walkway behind her, sorry to leave her, as her company at any other time would’ve been welcoming. “No, thank you, Ms. Phillips. I’ve got to catch up with Tucker,” before he solves this crime without me, she silently added.

“Well, all right then. Come back any time.” The woman waved as Abigail shot off in the direction of the boardwalk.

“Tucker Glenn, you better wait for me,” Abigail grumbled as she retraced her steps.

It was mid-morning, and as she approached the spot where she and Tucker parted ways, she saw Liam unlocking the door to Flour Power. “Hey, Sis, wanna come in for some biscotti?”

“No time,” she said and kept going.

“Rude,” he remarked loud enough for her to hear.

“Love you, too,” she shouted back, blowing him a kiss.

Burying her hand in her pocket, she secured Flick and sprinted down the boardwalk, running and not slowing for anyone who waved. Not even her mother whose face peered out of the picture window of Frost Bites. She had to get to the Aurora Anglers Fishing Lodge.

As she flew past the path to the River’s Edge Fishing Lodge, she experienced a pang of sympathy for Alex and Jim Coleman. What would they do when they learned their brother had killed a man?

Abigail pushed forward, and the Aurora soon came into view. She spotted Bear on the deck, wielding a hammer, and stooped over to work on the balusters. He stood as he saw her rushing up the stairs. She walked straight to him, placed a gentle hand on his arm, and coaxed him to lay down his hammer. “You should come inside with me, Bear. You’re going to want to hear this.”

Bear gave her a puzzled look.

“Trust me,” she said, catching her breath. “It’s important.”


Chapter 20


Abigail stood inside the open two-story foyer of the Aurora Anglers Lodge. With its horizontal cedar plank walls, massive overhead beams, and dual antler chandeliers, it was a place where solitude and camaraderie converged. It was a place for those who appreciated Alaska’s wild beauty to gather and share their love for its untamed charm. A place that had become the home of a murderer.

After her mad dash back to Ms. Phillips’ home to retrieve Flick, then a near marathon run to get to the Aurora, Abigail continued to gasp for breath. Bear towered next to her, his expression blank as she surveyed their surroundings. To their right was the den where they’d first questioned Quantum Capital’s fab five less than a week ago.

Now, Timothy Wagner sat on one sofa, chewing a thumbnail and completely absorbed in something on his phone. While Brittany Dobbs perched on the opposite sofa in the same spot Abigail had guided her to that first day. The woman’s brow was drawn into a perplexed clump as she watched Tucker pace back and forth in front of the fireplace hearth.

Tucker paused and made eye contact with Abigail in the foyer. At that moment, Abigail heard movement on the grand staircase above them. She looked up to see Mac Coleman there, Anita Rawlings at his back.

“Here he is,” the cook said. “I told him Tucker was in the den waiting on him.”

Abigail stared at Mac as he descended the staircase, and her heart clenched. She hadn’t wanted this to be true. She really hadn’t. She’d known Mac and the Coleman family all of her life. They were good, kind people. Sure, they were a bit competitive, but that was among themselves. They’d never been anything but nice to Abigail and the entire Stone family.

Her gaze pivoted back to Tucker who waited as if suspended in time. She gave him a slight nod to indicate Mac was coming down the stairs. Timothy tore his gaze away from his phone then to see Abigail standing just outside the room, as Brittany scooted to the edge of her seat.

Katherine Bellamy appeared on the overhead landing then. She watched Mac and Anita, then trailed down behind them. “What’s going on?” she demanded. “What is the mall cop and his badge bunny doing here again?

Abigail resisted the urge to fly up the stairs to meet the woman with a badge bunny fist.

Mac ignored Katherine and greeted Abigail, “Morning, Abby. You and Tucker here to see me?”

“Yeah, Mac, we are.” She stepped aside, allowing Mac and Anita to walk past her and Bear into the den.

“Tucker,” Mac greeted.

“Mac,” Tucker responded.

“I’ve been expecting you,” Mac said.

Katherine reached the ground floor and asked again, “What’s going on?”

Abigail didn’t bother with an answer. Rather she turned to the den. “C’mon, Bear,” she said, hooking her arm in his, then led the way inside, Katherine following behind.

After Abigail had fully entered the space, she spotted Hiroshi Ito and Robert Alvarez seated at the dining table in the adjoining room. For a brief moment, time froze as four Quantum Capital employees sat across connecting rooms, Tucker positioned before the glowing fireplace, and Mac, Anita, Katherine, Bear, and Abigail still standing, all of them fixed and unmoving. The tension crackled in the air like the logs in the fireplace.

Anita—who looked terrified—slunk to the side chair in the corner of the room, where she lowered herself into it. The two men at the dining table rose and joined Timothy Wagner, while Katherine moved to sit next to Brittany. But Abigail and Bear stayed rooted to the braided rug as Mac stepped closer to Tucker.

“You’ve been expecting us?” Tucker asked the man.

Abigail noticed his use of the word us. Tucker had included her to the very end. Always a tag team.

“Before we go any further, Tuck,” Mac said somberly, “I want you to know I did not kill Frank Harper.”

Unhooking herself and sidling around to face Mac, Abigail quipped, “Then why do you say you were expecting us?”

Mac lowered his chin, then motioned to the empty sofa. “Can we sit down? I’ll explain all I know.”

Tucker nodded, and the three of them strode over to take a seat. Abigail carefully postured herself so as not to squish Flick. He’d been quiet, and she figured he was napping after his visit to Ms. Phillips’s house, so she didn’t want to disturb him and get him worked up.

Bear was left standing. The gentle giant scanned the room. He was too large to squeeze in with the three of them or the Quantum Capital male employees. For a brief moment, he appeared to consider sitting on the sofa between Katherine Bellamy and Brittany Dobbs. Thinking better of it, he moved to stand behind the sofa they sat on where he faced Abigail, Tucker, and Mac, his hands in his pockets.

Tucker proceeded then. “Do you have an alibi for the time of Frank Harper’s murder?”

Mac ran a trembling hand through his thick graying hair. “No. I—I went for a walk.”

“Where?” Abigail pressed.

Mac hesitated then muttered, “Three Moose Pass.”

A gasp emanated from the corner of the room where Anita teetered on her chair.

“You didn’t kill Frank, but you happened to be hiking in the same area where he was killed?” This came from Katherine Bellamy.

“Ms. Bellamy,” Tucker intoned. “If you don’t mind.”

Katherine’s gaze bounced around the room. “I know I’m not the only one thinking that.” After a beat and no response from anyone, she blew out a heavy breath, threw herself back on the sofa, and crossed her legs so tightly, Abigail was surprised the skinny things didn’t snap.

Mac ignored the outburst and said to Tucker, “Frank and I’d had a talk. He’d given me a lot to think about. So, I went out to clear my head.”

“What do you mean he’d given you a lot to think about?” Abigail asked.

“I didn’t know Frank was behind Quantum Capital when the week was booked,” Mac replied. “When I found out, I wasn’t too happy about it.”

“Why’s that?” Tucker asked.

Abigail knew Tucker was aware of the strained relationship between Mac and Frank Harper, and she was once again impressed by Tucker’s interrogation skills. He was adeptly pulling the information from Mac, he was spilling his guts like a blue marlin who’s just been hooked.

Mac glanced at Bear, then continued, “We all knew each other. Me, Frank, Bear. From way back. Harper used to live in Shelter Mountain, and we hung out together, back when we were kids.”

“But you weren’t happy to see him here?” Abigail asked, exercising her own interrogation skills with a little more restraint.

Mac shook his head. “We didn’t exactly end things on a good note.”

“How’s that?” Tucker said.

“It’s a long story,” Mac replied and snatched a look at Bear. “I… We…When we were in high school, Frank and I fell in love with the same girl. So, there was a bit of a rivalry between us.”

Timothy Wagner put his phone away then. It seemed the conversation had finally taken on enough weight to interest him.

“What girl?” Abigail asked Mac but looked at Bear. “Who did you compete over?”

Mac’s entire countenance shrank then. His shoulders drooped, and his face fell. “Bear’s sister. Karen Bates.”

“Huh?” Katherine Bellamy snorted and whipped around to ogle Bear. “This Bear?” she asked with a slight sneer.

“Damn,” Hiroshi Ito murmured. “Bet I know who got the girl.”

“It wasn’t like that,” Mac clapped back.

When Hiroshi snickered, Tucker snarled, “Ito, keep quiet.”

Hiroshi Ito quirked a brow and saluted Tucker. “Yes, sir.”

Abigail reached out and placed a hand on Mac’s forearm. “What was it like, Mac? Tell us about it.”

Mac gave Bear side-eye as if seeking permission, but Bear appeared stoic and unresponsive, so Mac went on. “Frank and I both asked her out. I’d had a crush on her since sixth grade, but no matter what I did, she always seemed to favor Frank. I thought it was because she felt sorry for him. He had no mother, and his dad was a mean drunk. With her and Bear not having a mom or dad either, well…”

Mac’s statement waned, and Bear interjected, “She loved Frank.” All eyes turned to him. “For whatever reason, she loved that bastard. No matter what anyone said about him, she just kept defending him, thinking he would change.” He was slightly shaking.

“Change?” Abigail said.

Mac spoke again. “Frank wasn’t dependable. He’d say he was gonna do something, be somewhere, and then not show up. He promised to take Karen to a dance, but who ended up dancing with her and making sure she got home? Me.” Mac thumbed his chest. “He promised to teach her to fly fish, but who ended up teaching her the ropes? Me.” Another thumb to the chest. “He broke promises to her over and over. She just kept taking him back.”

Abigail felt Mac quake next to her. Was it anger? Despair? She couldn’t tell.

“You said you and Frank talked that day—before he was murdered,” Tucker said. “What did you talk about? Why did it upset you enough to send you out of the house?”

“Frank claimed he was here to apologize.”

From across the room, Brittany Dobbs whispered, “I knew it.” Everyone focused on her then, and she raised a stalwart jaw. “Frank had changed. He was a different man. All of you were too myopic to see it.” Katherine Bellamy cleared her throat and turned her back to Brittany, as the woman went on. “Frank had been trying to get his life right for months now, except all of you were too caught up in your own drama to recognize it.”

“Whatever,” Katherine said under her breath.

Abigail resumed their questions for Mac. “If this is true, what exactly was he apologizing for?”

“Karen’s death,” Mac replied.

“But Ms. Phillips said Karen Bates died in an ice skating accident.” Abigail let this out before she’d had time to consider she was divulging confidential information. She briefly cupped her mouth as Tucker gave her a stern, silent warning with his eyes.

“He felt responsible for it,” Mac said, unaware of her divulgence of information. “He wanted to make amends. Said he was going to build a new school in town and install an ice skating rink and name it after Karen.”

“That all sounds like a bunch of baloney,” Katherine muttered, loud enough for everyone to hear. “You’re telling me that Frank Harper turned into this pansy who was going around doing good deeds to make up for the sins of his past?” She air-quoted the words sins of his past.

“That’s exactly what I’m saying,” Mac told her. “Frank had a cancer scare, and he said it was a wake-up call, and that he wanted to make things right.”

“Doesn’t sound like the Frank Harper I knew,” Hiroshi Ito quipped.

“But that’s just it,” Brittany insisted. “He was no longer the Frank Harper you knew. None of you knew him. Not really.”

The room went quiet, then after shaking her head, Abigail said, “I don’t understand. If Frank wasn’t even in Shelter Mountain at the time, why did he feel responsible for her accidental drowning?”

Mac fisted his hands, looked at Bear, and spat, “Because he knew Karen’s death wasn’t an accidental drowning.”

Abigail’s eyes bulged, while Tucker’s brow shot up. “What?” Tucker shouted, a little too loud. “What do you mean her death wasn’t an accident? I thought she fell through the ice.”

Once again, Mac looked at Bear. Whereas Mac’s face was forlorn and distraught, Bear looked the same, stone-faced and stoic. Was he more tense than before? Abigail couldn’t tell.

“You have to understand. You didn’t know her,” Mac explained. “She was…” His chest rose and fell as he appeared to search for words. “Fragile. Karen was what people used to call simple-minded.” Bear shifted but stayed silent, his hand moving at his side, and Mac went on. “But she wasn’t. She was just sensitive. She always saw the good in people and believed we should be compassionate. There’s never been a kinder, more caring person in this town. She was only sixteen, for god’s sake. Still naive and innocent.”

A beat passed, and Tucker asked more softly this time, “What does that have to do with her death, Mac? How did she die?”

Mac dragged a weathered hand down his face and sighed. “She took her own life. She wasn’t skating. She’d walked out onto that thin ice intentionally. It wasn’t until Bear found a note addressed to Frank that he figured out what she’d done and went out and found her. But it was too late. She’d already drowned.”


Chapter 21


Stunned silence was soon replaced by a cacophony of comments and observations.

“Oh, that poor girl.”

“Like something out of a movie.”

“I fail to see what this has to do with us.”

“This doesn’t look good for you, dude.”

Opinions were popping up all over the room, making it impossible for Abigail to know who was saying what. But Tucker put a stop to it all when he bellowed, “Quiet.” Then he turned his contemplative gaze toward Mac.

Mac spoke before Tucker could. “I knew I’d be the first to be blamed since Frank was staying here when he was killed. Anyone who knew us back then knew there was no love lost between us. I admit, I fantasized about his death. Even threatened it back then. But I didn’t kill him, Tuck. I swear. I was trying to come to grips with this forgiveness he was asking for.”

Tucker’s phone rang then, splitting the taut air. After fishing it from his pocket, he read the caller ID, stood, and said, “I have to take this.” Then he stepped out of the room into the hallway to answer the call. Abigail strained to listen, but between the jabbering crowd and Mac reiterating, “I didn’t do it,” his head in his hands next to her, she couldn’t hear a thing.

In no time, Tucker was back, pushing his phone into his jeans pocket as he entered the room again. “Mac,” he stated. “That’s the troopers. Their plane just landed. I’m going to have to ask you to come with me to the office. They’ll meet us there.”

All the color drained from Mac’s face, but the resistance and claims of innocence Abigail expected didn’t come. Instead, he mumbled, “I understand,” and stood, obediently defeated. “I should have talked to you when it first happened. Maybe then I could have convinced you I didn’t do it. Do you need to cuff me?” Mac stepped closer to Tucker and offered his wrist.

Tucker shook his head. “That won’t be necessary.”He took Mac by the upper arm and prepared to leave the room.

Sudden movement and a sharp clang came from behind the sofa Katherine and Brittany sat on, catching Abigail’s attention. Bear was visibly shaking. He had turned his back to the group and was at the serving table behind the couches where they kept some of the dishes guests brought into the den from the dining room. He turned around and held a sharp steak knife in his fist. He was gripping it so hard, his knuckles were white. It seemed like he was gasping for air, but Abigail noticed that his teeth were tightly gritted together while small wisps of spittle flew from his lips with each breath.

“Bear,” Abigail started, confusion blanketing her face, “What are you-”

Katherine Bellamy shrieked and practically leaped from her seat on the sofa to join Hiroshi, Robert, and Timothy on theirs when she saw the knife. Brittany remained though, simply frozen in fear, staring up at the plaid-covered giant.

“Not him, not him,” Bear mumbled, as his other hand clutched something that dangled from his fist. He beat on his forehead with each word he mumbled. “Not him, not him…”

“Bear,” Tucker drawled cautiously, releasing Mac, turning his full attention to the man with the knife. With one hand extended, palm out towards Bear, he cautiously reached for his taser with the other.

“That bastard crushed Karen,” Bear whispered sharply. “Harper left for the States promising her that when he got on his feet, he’d be back for her. I tried to tell her not to get her hopes up, but she believed him. With all her heart, she believed him. She made plans. Talked about the apartment they would get. How she’d decorate it. Maybe she’d get to go to school.” He paced along the length of the couch that Brittany still cowered on. She sank deeper into the couch, as if by some miracle she could merge with it and vanish completely. Bear paused, the knife just inches from Brittany, as he rested his fist on the rim of the couch. He didn’t seem to notice her and looked Abigail in the eye, then extended his other palm, opened. It was a multicolored bead bracelet with an adjustable knot. It was the bracelet that had been stolen from her jewelry dish days before.

Abigail gasped, and Tucker took a step forward as he tried to figure out what was happening.

“She always wanted to be a fashion designer. She made this bracelet. She was wearing it the day she died, so I kept it.” Bear’s eyes swelled with tears, but his face turned red with anguish. “Not him,” he hissed, jabbing the knife toward Mac.

Abigail scooted to the edge of the sofa and whispered, “Bear?” Her mouth slightly ajar, she was unsure of what to say. She decided she had to say something to keep his focus on her and not turn on Brittany. Hopefully Tucker had a plan if this didn’t go well. Hopefully. “Bear? How…how did you? Did you take the bracelet from my house?”

“I did.” The man’s response was flat, unemotional, but grating to her bones. “It was Karen’s, and I wanted it back.”

“But… But, I found—Flick found it next to Frank Harper’s body,” Abigail said, rising slowly from the couch. She felt Flick shifting next to her side. He must have felt her body tense. He was fully awake and trying to find a way out, hissing his displeasure. Although Abigail managed to appear calm externally, internally her heart raced and she silently struggled to catch her breath, much like a suffocating fish out of water. She’d never seen this side of Bear before.

Bear took a big breath. “Because that’s where I lost it.”

Mac stepped toward Bear, but stopped short as Tucker’s arm barred him from getting closer. “What are you saying, old friend?”

Bear, ignoring Mac, directed his next statement and cold, hurting eyes at Tucker. “I’m the one who killed him.”

“It’s okay, Bear,” Tucker assured him, straightening up, his taser ready at his side.

“Uh, no, no this is not okay!” Hiroshi squealed frantically. He squirmed, avoiding looking at Bear while hugging his knees to his body.

Tucker, ignoring him, kept his eyes on Bear and coaxed, “Bear, put the knife down. I understand where you-”

“No. You. Don’t!” Bear growled, jabbing the knife in the air toward Tucker’s face. Bear stepped around from behind the couch. The guests gasped in fright at the menacing giant, who, just moments before never even raised his voice. Tucker jumped back and raised the taser, about ready to fire it into the big man’s chest.

“Whoa!” Abigail leaped between the two men, holding her arms out, now just inches from Bear’s knife.

“Abs, no,” Tucker cried, and caught himself before he discharged the taser.

Abigail, air sandwiched between a knife-wielding bear of a man and 30,000 volts, swallowed a dry lump as her head whipped from Bear to Tucker and back to Bear. Her hair became a blur in front of her eyes.

“Bear, look at me,” Abigail pleaded nervously. “Look at me, big guy. Tell me. Tell me, not Tucker. He doesn’t understand, you’re right. So tell me.”

Bear, blinking back more tears, lowered the knife slightly, and focused on Abby. His features only softened slightly as he looked at her, his fist came up, holding the bracelet, and he hissed, “Harper never came back. Karen wrote him letter after letter and got nothing for months. Then finally, she got one.” Bear raised his index finger. “One crumby letter that said he was sorry, but he was moving on with his life.” Bear’s eyes glistened and his brow furrowed. His voice was barely above a whisper when he continued, “Can you believe that? Moving on with his life.”

Silence permeated the room as Bear sniffled and wiped his eyes with his hand that held his dead sister’s bracelet.

“But Frank Harper kept Karen’s letters,” Abigail replied softly, and lowered her hands, turning toward him. Bear frowned at her, but she continued, “At least one of them. We”—she motioned toward Tucker—“found his fishing gear. Flick pulled a letter from his pack, and we think it was from Karen to Frank. She called him Frankincense and signed it ‘Love, K.B.’”

Bear made a hiccuping sound deep in his chest and covered his mouth with the fist that held the knife. It was dangerously close to his neck. Everyone in the room stared at him, some with empathy, some with cold shock, others with terror in their eyes.

Bear squeezed his eyes shut momentarily and Abigail stole a quick glance back at Tucker. His eyes shifted downward and she followed his gaze to his open palm. She knew. He had her back should this go terribly wrong.

Composing himself, Bear continued, his voice like a deep growl. “When I saw he was staying here, I couldn’t believe it. I mean, to come to Shelter Mountain and throw his money around like some big shot—like he was better than the rest of us. He had some nerve. Then I heard him apologizing to Mac. He said he was sorry for his part in Karen’s death, and he wanted to make things right.” Bear gripped the knife as he motioned with it in the air to the tune of his confession. “The great Frank Harper thought he could waltz in here and name an ice rink after my sister—my sister.” Bear pounded his broad sternum with the fist that held the bracelet. There was a faint jingle that cut through the silence as the beads bounced upon one other before he continued. “I just couldn’t believe it. I couldn’t let him get away with it.”

“So, you took him fishing?” Abigail pressed, nodding as if she agreed with his reasoning.

Bear gave her a single bob of his head, eyes clear, focused, and menacing.

She almost took a step back, but thought better of it.

He continued, only staring at her, “Harper asked me if we could talk, and I said sure. We could go up to the Pass and do a little fishing together. All the way there, he kept talking about how great Karen was, and how he really loved her, and he never meant to hurt her. But she was all I had, and he took her away. He took her away from me.” Bear wiped his snotty nose with the back of his sleeve. He lowered the knife down by his side. “The more Harper talked about making things right, well, I-I just got so mad, I had to shut him up. I couldn’t stand the sound of his voice any longer. So I silenced him…just like my sister was silenced for good…with water in her lungs. He deserved to die the same way Karen did—lungs filled with water - forever silent.”

A mixture of shock, fear, pain, and empathy settled in the room as Bear shifted his weight.

“Bear,” Abigail started, as a whisper.

“No, Abby,” Bear moaned, rising the knife again.

Tucker raised the taser. Someone whimpered in fear,

Abigail heard Mac whisper, ‘nooo’ behind her.

“Mac, I’m so sorry,” Bear choked as the knife found its way pressed against Bear’s throat. “I can’t let you go to jail for something I did. And I can’t--”

Abigail’s eyes grew in fright as she saw the knife start to dig deeper into Bear’s stubbled neck.

“The impossible could not have happened, therefore the impossible must be possible in spite of appearances.” Abby blurted, a quote from Murder on The Orient Express.

Bear hesitated, blinked at Abigail, shifted his eyes to Tucker in confusion, then back to Abigail.

“Bear, what happened to your sister is horrible. ‘The impossible could not have happened’.” She stepped closer to him. She heard Tucker sharply suck in air, most likely a warning behind her. She knew Bear, though, and she knew he wouldn’t hurt her. He just needed to hear the right words, and she was always full of words. Abigail smiled sadly and continued. “‘Therefore the impossible must be possible, in spite of appearances.’ Bear, you must live on for your sister. It feels impossible now, with all the memories that flooded back after you saw Frank, but we know you. This,” she gestured to the knife, as she tenderly settled her hand on top of his cold, clammy fist, and slowly lowered it away from his neck. “Is in spite of appearances. You are not a killer. That’s not who you are. We know you didn’t mean to do it. You were a big brother who tragically lost his sister. You have not failed her.”

“I’m so sorry, old friend. I failed you.” Mac choked back a sob, stepping forward, next to Abigail.

There was a collective sigh of relief in the room as Tucker maneuvered his way to the other side of Bear and took possession of the knife.

Bear didn’t resist. Instead, his head hung and the bracelet dangled from his partially open fist while he let out a sob.

Abigail swallowed a lump in her throat. “Shelter Mountain failed you, Bear. It failed you, Karen, and Frank. Hurt people hurting other people.”

Bear looked at Abigail, Tucker, Mac, and skimmed the faces in the rest of the room before he whispered, in a broken voice, with tears streaming down his face, “Not anymore.”

***

An emergency, emergency meeting of the Scoops and Sips club was called later that evening. No one cared what ice cream was served, what wine was chosen, or what pastries were baked. It was all about the tragedy Shelter Mountain had suffered. Everyone was there. Abigail and Liam. Ms. Phillips, Nellie, and Gavin. Jonathan even closed the bar so he could come. He didn’t come alone, either; Kaya showed up with him.

Dragging chairs from the dining room for there to be enough seating, they all gathered around Abigail, who sat on the living room floor with Flick lounging on her shoulder as she shared all that had happened. He’d occasionally perk his head up to kiss her cheek for comfort, especially since he had been trapped during the altercation.

“It’s hard to wrap my mind around the fact that the killer was one of our own,” Liam said.

“Yeah,” Gavin chimed in. “You know, technically, you didn’t solve the crime,” he told Abigail.

Abigail pursed her lips, picked up his wine glass, and sniffed it.

“What are you doing?” Gavin asked.

She arched a brow. “Smells like you’ve been drinking a tall glass of jealous-tea.”

Jonathan guffawed, then Ms. Phillips turned serious. “It’s so sad to think of what happened to Bear, the poor boy. That family suffered so much loss.”

“Greggory Bates is hardly a boy, Hannah,” Nellie replied.

Kaya spoke up. “Maybe not in age, but that wounded boy from 20 years ago was still in the driver’s seat of the adult version of Bear’s life.”

Abigail was touched by Kaya’s observation. Because despite Bear’s confession to murder, she couldn’t bring herself to hate him for it. He was ready to take his own life for Mac’s innocence. The whole group, all of them—Bear and his sister, Mac, Frank Harper—in one way or another were all wounded people.

The evening wore on, and fatigue worked its way into Abigail’s bones. It had been a long day. Actually, it had been a long four days. How did police in large cities deal with this kind of crime-related stress continuously? Abigail remembered a line from The Sinclair Chronicles series, The thrill of deduction, crime's seduction, and realized she’d do it all over again if given the opportunity.

Ms. Phillips was the first to leave, followed by Liam and Gavin. Nellie and Kaya continued to talk while Jonathan helped Abigail clean up. Soon, Nellie was gone, and Kaya and Jonathan slipped into their jackets.

Standing at the front door, Kaya took Abigail’s hand and pressed it to her cheek. “Are you sure you’re all right? You’ve been through a lot. You don’t want to ignore any symptoms of delayed shock—trouble breathing, dizziness, clammy cold skin.”

Abigail cupped her friend’s cheek affectionately and nodded. “I think I’m okay. Just wanna sleep for the next two weeks. Other than that, I’m good.”

She released Abigail’s hand and opened the door to see Tucker standing there, hand raised, ready to knock. “Hey,” Abigail said, surprised, looking past Kaya. He didn’t wait for an invitation but stepped inside, removing his VPSO cap and jacket and tossing them in a nearby chair as he did.

“Hey, Tuck,” Kaya greeted. “You just missed everyone.”

“Yeah, I saw Ms. Phillips and Nellie on the path.”

“And we’re on our way out,” Jonathan said, winking. Then he placed his hand on the small of Kaya’s back and steered her toward the open door.

Abigail noticed the intimate move. She also noticed Tucker noticing it. Immediately she felt both relief and ridiculous. She wanted Tucker to know Kaya and Jonathan were seeing each other. She just didn’t want to admit to herself why she wanted him to be aware.

“Stop by the office tomorrow. Just so I can give you a look,” Kaya added. Then she leaned back through the door to kiss Abigail on the cheek, smiled at Tucker, waved goodbye, then she and Jonathan left hand-in-hand.

Door closed, Tucker walked to the refrigerator, helped himself to a beer, then ambled over to collapse onto the sofa. In seconds, Flick was up his leg and in his lap ready for a hearty scratch and belly rub time.

“How’d it go with the troopers?” Abigail asked as she joined him on the sofa.

“They were impressed with the work we did,” he smiled, obliging the ferret.

“Really?” Abigail exclaimed and bounced closer to him.

“Well, with the work I did. I couldn’t exactly tell them I’d let a civilian assist me in the investigation.”

“Ugh. I don’t even get credit?” she teased.

Tucker took a long draw off of his beer. “Kudos to you, Abigail Stone,” he declared when he pulled the bottle away, raising it in a salute. “That big mouth of yours did some good.”

Abigail pursed her lips. That wasn’t exactly the accolades she’d hoped for.

“Seriously, Ab. I’ve never wanted you to not shut up like I did today,” he added, locking his gaze on her. “Good job. I don’t think I could have done it without you. ”

Okay, now that made her tummy flutter.

Tucker lifted Flick to his shoulder, so he could kick his long legs out onto the coffee table. “It’s been a day,” he sighed and finished the beer in three great gulps.

When he let his head loll back against the sofa, Abigail took the empty bottle from him and placed it on the table. “You can say that again, Officer Glenn.” Then she laid back and rested her head on his shoulder. “That’s enough crime-solving for one day.”

Tucker held out his hand across his body, palm up.

Abigail smiled and smacked it.

In a swift motion, he grasped it and drew her closer to him, gently pressing her against his chest. She was near enough to his lips to catch a whiff of the beer on his breath, intertwined with the earthy fragrance of his woodsy cologne as he whispered, “Tag.”

Flick dooked, pushing his way between them and whisker-kissed them both.

Killer Karamel Kiss, was Abigail’s last thought as she fell asleep.


Sneak Peek


AND THEN There Were Feathers

Sneak Peek

____

Having inherited her grandmother's library, Luci thought it would be a great escape from corporate life...little did she know that the (now) deadly mystery section is where the bodies show up.

Luci Mitchell finds herself in the middle of a real-life Agatha Christie novel after inheriting a privately owned library from her late grandmother. After stumbling upon a dead body between the shelves, Luci's life takes a dark turn.

With the help of her surprisingly gifted African Gray Parrot, Simon, she connects the murder to an Agatha Christie book, but as the body count rises, Luci uncovers a sinister plot connected to her

Even with an arrogant lawyer at her back to sell the library, Luci refuses to give in despite the library falling apart and now a book club member is acting suspiciously around the library’s mystery section.

Luci fights to keep things running, all while trying to unravel the truth behind the murders. But when a shadowy figure starts targeting the library and those close to Luci, the danger takes on a chillingly personal edge.

Luci knows she must act fast to catch the killer before they strike again…at her.


What chance does she have of uncovering the killer's identity before it's too late for her and the library; leaving Simon to outlive yet another Mitchell?

___

CHAPTER ONE

Luci pushed open the door to the library, locking it behind her again as she stepped inside. The first thing she noticed was that the A/C had stalled again. It was early in the morning, so it was still mildly cool; by midday, however, the entire library would be roasting. Letting out an irritated puff of air, she walked over to the thermostat. As she’d expected, the loose control panel had tilted forward. Frowning, Lucy pushed it back into place, pressed the button, and the whir of the air conditioner filled the silence.

How many more headaches were going to happen today? As much as she loved the library, over the past several months there seemed to be more and more issues: bugs, leaky pipes in the basement, issues with the A/C, and drafts. Granted, the library was old, built sometime in the seventies, but its previous owner, her grandmother, had been meticulous about its upkeep. Luci remembered running through the rows of shelves, playing hide and seek with her friends and her little sister, Kris, and spending hours upon hours here when she was younger.

What she didn’t remember was anything about a faulty A/C or broken window sills.

There were times when she half regretted not selling to Anson McMillan, the real-estate mogul, when she’d inherited the library and he’d first offered to buy it. That was until she remembered he was sleazy and only interested in the property. That, and she was fairly certain her grandmother would come back as a ghost to haunt her for the rest of her life if she sold the library to someone who would tear it down within a month. Still, it would have meant not having to become a plumber, construction worker, and HVAC specialist just to keep it afloat.

Luci groaned and rubbed her eyes. She needed coffee; she was only ever this crabby when she was uncaffeinated. She trudged along to the office, then jumped when she heard an irritated rustling sound.

‘Hello, hello’  a voice squawked. Then, when there was no response.  ‘Morning?’

Luci laughed. “Good morning to you too, Simon.” She walked over to where a cover, decorated with little books, was draped over a cage. She tugged it off to reveal a beautiful African grey parrot in a large bird cage. Simon blinked up at her, waddling along one of the rods in his cage to get closer to her.

‘Morning. Let me out’

Luci smiled. She knew parrots didn’t understand human words exactly—it was more that they associated an action or object that came when they said something. Still, it always felt like Simon knew what he was saying.

The parrot’s wings fluttered impatiently as Luci fumbled with the latch. Simon shot out of the cage like a hyperactive bullet and flew excitedly in circles over her head.

‘Follow follow’

“In a minute,” Luci yawned. “I have to wake up first.”

Irritated at being ignored, Simon flew down and landed on her head. His claws scratched her scalp lightly as he walked to her hairline. The next thing Luci knew, Simon had bent over, and she was looking cross-eyed at an upside-down bird whose beak was pressed against her nose. He really was a beautiful bird: slate-grey feathers (except for the red tail feathers), yellow, intelligent eyes in circles of white feathers, and a coal-grey beak. He’d lived at the library since her grandmother had gotten him ten years ago, and had never been happy anywhere else.

‘Follow follow’

“I know, I know,” Luci said. “Give me a minute. I’ll follow later.”

When Simon realized Luci wasn’t going to play along, he took off, wings fluttering.

‘Follow later’ he called out to her.

“Will do.” Still exhausted, she went past the checkout desk into the break room and fixed herself a strong cup of coffee.

The break room was small, but it served its purpose. It had a small counter with a coffee pot and microwave, a small fridge, and a table and chairs. In the far corner was another door that led to her office. When the coffee was mercifully ready, she walked into the adjoining room. Her office was overflowing with a fraction of her personal collection of books, and the desk was crowded with papers and a new computer. She sat at the desk, brushed a few pages to the ground, and booted up the desktop, greedily sipping her coffee the entire time.

She flicked through her emails, scanning over them and responding to any that needed her attention. After the second cup of coffee, she glanced at her phone. 7:30—an hour until opening. Patrick’s shift started at 9, meaning he would get there sometime between 9:15 and 9:40. Sighing, she picked up her mug, stretched, and walked out of the office, wanting to go through the library to see if there were any other issues.

The library was massive; it was so vast that it was impossible to believe that it was privately owned. The Mitchell Library had been a passion project of Luci’s grandmother, Annabelle Mitchell. The woman had used a portion of her very sizable inheritance to build the library and fill it with as many books as possible. It had thrived and nowadays was considered one of the best libraries in the area.

It was a two-story building with a basement. The first floor housed mostly non-fiction and audiobooks, along with several meeting rooms and study nooks. The second floor wrapped around the interior of the building, giving the main annex of the library a large, open feel, and made it possible to look up at people on the floor above. The second floor had all the fiction and children’s books. The kid’s section also had a small collection of toys and puppets and an area dedicated to storytime. Honestly, Luci loved it all, even when there were issues with the building.

She took another deep swig of coffee. Caffeine really did make everything better.

She began to move across the entryway to begin her morning chores: check the overnight deposit box and check in those books; load up the cart and return all the books Alva hadn’t gotten to last night to their proper location; check the pipes in the basement to make sure they were still okay; and check for and fix any unforeseen problems that might have happened during the night.

‘Luci come come Luci’

She blinked. She had almost forgotten about Simon. Now that she was awake, she realized his behavior this morning had been a bit strange. Normally when she let him out, he would do an entire circle of both floors of the library. He knew enough not to come and say hi until she had a cup of coffee in her hand. But this morning he hadn’t cared at all. The only other time she had seen him behave like that was the day after her grandmother had died. Despite being a parrot, he had known something was off when it was Luci, not Annabelle, who had come to take care of him that morning.

An uneasy feeling settled in the pit of her stomach, making it squirm uncomfortably.

“Simon?” she asked. “What’s up?”

‘Bad thing, come come’

Bad thing? The squirming in her stomach intensified and something began crawling up her back. What did that mean?

His voice was faint, as though it were coming from the upper floor. Slowly, hesitantly, Luci walked up the steps, one hand running up the railing. When she reached the top landing, she paused and scanned the area for signs of Simon. It took her a moment, but then she saw it—a flash of grey with red tail feathers swooping intently over a single row in the mystery section.

She walked over hurriedly, wondering if she was going to find a broken window, or that someone had thrown all the books on the ground, or maybe someone had gotten sick yesterday after she left and Alva hadn’t bothered cleaning it up.

But when she rounded the corner and finally got a look between the shelves, she saw it was none of those things.

It was much, much worse.

The woman was staring up at the ceiling with sightless eyes, her body splayed. Her face was caked in make-up in a way that seemed almost intentional, instead of an amateur hand putting on too much. Her platinum-blond hair was in disarray as it fanned out all over the floor. The dress she was wearing was old-fashioned, covered in silver spangles, reminiscent of a flapper girl’s. Purple bruises circled the woman’s neck like a choker.  

‘Bad bad, Luci look’

Simon had fluttered down to perch on her shoulder, speaking directly in her ear. She barely felt or heard him, too absorbed in the image in front of her. She was frozen, rooted to the spot in shock, her mind unable to process what was in front of her.

Finally, a single thought seemed to get through: That is a dead body. It was enough to shatter her paralysis.

Her cup fell to the ground, shattering and sending coffee everywhere as she screamed.

**Do you love this sneak peek? Get your copy now at Peytonstone.com and find out what Simon found!
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