
  
    [image: Giddy Up for Murder]
  


  
    
      Giddy Up for Murder

      
        A Frankie Chandler Mystery

      

    

    
      
        Jacqueline Vick

      

    

    
      Classical Reads

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2026 by Jacqueline Vick

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Jacqueline Vick

          

        

      

    

    
      Frankie Chandler Mysteries

      Barking Mad at Murder

      A Bird’s Eye View of Murder

      An Almost Purrfect Murder

      What the Cluck? It’s Murder

      A Scaly Tail of Murder

      A Scape Goat for Murder

      Some Like Murder Hot

      A Spinning Wheel of Murder

      

      Harlow Brother Mysteries

      Civility Rules

      Bad Behavior

      Deadly Decorum

      Unsportsmanlike Conduct

      

      Short Story Collections

      Binky's Boss and Other Stories

      The Happy Holiday Crime Collection

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Join the Fun!

          

        

      

    

    
      If you'd like to receive updates and news of sales, and new releases, join The Mystery Buffs.

      

      
        
        JOIN NOW

      

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Characters

      

      

      
        
        Frankie Chandler Bowers  Pet psychic and animal behaviorist.

        Martin Bowers  Frankie’s husband, a private detective, and former Wolf Creek Police detective.

        Penny Mohr  Frankie’s best friend since childhood, owner of The Prickly Pear Bistro, wife of Kemper, and mother of Charlotte.

        Detective Juanita Gutierrez  Detective with the Wolf Creek Police Department and former partner (and occasional rival) of Bowers.

        Sunshine  Harlan’s American Bashkir Curly Horse.

        Nemo  Henry’s service dog.

        Emily  Frankie’s tuxedo cat.

        Rebus Atwaller (professional name: Rebel Rebus) Vodcaster and one half of the Atwaller twins.

        Reggie Atwaller (professional name: Reginald A)  Clothing designer and one half of the Atwaller twins.

        Gabe Benedict  Maude’s devoted husband.

        Dave  Insurance salesman.

        Harlan Coxwell  Parishioner at St. Mel’s and all-around nice guy.

        Private First Class Henry Wannamaker  Veteran and former sniper.

        Sergeant Serena Muldivado  Veteran and leader of the protesters against fireworks.

        Joe Ranger  Owner of Elite Security and head of the Pioneer Expo Committee.

        Greta Ranger  Joe’s wife and silent vice president of the Pioneer Expo Committee.

        Maude Benedict  Volunteer extraordinaire and secretary-treasurer of the Pioneer Expo Committee.

        Nancy Newly  Owner of Bags for Hags.

        Ruth  Owner of Bundles of Fun.

        Janice Owens  Owner of J.P. Owens Clothing Designs.

        Willard Blythe  Janice’s love interest and owner of the handmade leather goods store next door to J.P. Owens Clothing Designs.

        Sara Coxwell  Harlan’s wife.

        Miranda Brown  Rebus’ former assistant and rising social media star.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

    

    
      
        Join the Fun!

      

      
        Book Club Questions

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

        

      

    

    
      Early Friday morning, I woke with a start. Early, as in too dark to see my alarm clock. The distant whir from my refrigerator was the only noise to break the silence. I slapped my hand down on my clock to bring up the luminescent numbers and was dismayed to find it was three minutes past four.

      Next to me, my husband of six months slept motionless. As I stared at the ceiling and wondered what had jerked me out of a deep sleep, several pops sounded from behind the house.

      Fireworks. I growled and Bowers mumbled in his sleep.

      They weren’t close enough to be on my patio, but since a dry creek bed and foothills lie beyond my stone wall, I swung my legs to the floor, grabbed my bathrobe, and headed for the back door.

      My tuxedo cat, Emily, meowed softly from the foot of the bed. Her eyes glittered in the reflected light from my clock.

      “Go back to sleep. Mommy will scare the idiots away.”

      The outside temperature hovered around eighty degrees—a result of the pavement effect. Too many roads and buildings absorbing the heat kept the Phoenix area, including Wolf Creek, from enjoying chilly desert nights.

      Once my eyes adjusted to the moonlight, I leaned over the wall and scanned the creek and hillside for movement. A disgruntled Gamble’s quail clucked, but other than her protest, the early morning was silent.

      As I returned to the house, I thought of several nasty words for ding-dongs who set off fireworks. About to enter the bedroom, I veered and headed to the kitchen to make coffee. Those blasted fireworks and my subsequent trip outside had snatched away any chance of further sleep. At six o’clock, Bowers found me curled up on the couch, brushing Emily.

      “Didn’t you hear it?” I demanded.

      My husband grunted and headed to the kitchen, so I followed, embellishing the story a tad.

      “Some idiot was setting off fireworks. A gang of idiots. They could have set the entire hillside on fire. I chased them off and saved your life. You’re welcome.”

      Once he’d poured a cup of coffee, black, and taken several gulps, he set his cup on the counter. “Thank you. That was very brave.”

      He kissed my forehead before rummaging through the refrigerator for a carton of eggs. “Scrambled?”

      “Might as well. I’m feeling a bit scrambled myself.” I dropped onto a kitchen chair and rested my head on the table. “How come I’ve been wide awake the last few hours, but now I’m tired?”

      “Go back to bed.”

      “Uh-uh. The Pioneer Expo starts today.”

      He groaned. “What’s wrong with starting on Saturday?”

      “Because all the businesses and crafters in Wolf Creek hope oodles of tourists will have three-day weekends and a desire to celebrate the country’s semi-quincentennial by spending money.”

      “The Fourth of July isn’t until next weekend.”

      “Some people celebrate early. It’s like those serious garage sale hunters who show up at dawn’s first light even though the ad says seven. Besides. You wanted to reach out to the security team. And I want to check out the forge before it gets too hot.”

      He looked up from beating the eggs. “Wolf Creek has a forge?”

      “Leo Burns is a farrier. He shoes horses.”

      “I know what a farrier is.”

      “He’s demonstrating how people used to make tools, horseshoes, and cooking implements.”

      The pan sizzled as Bowers poured in the eggs. “Let me make a few calls, and then I’ll be free. After breakfast.”

      “You’re calling people this early?”

      “East Coast Time.”

      When we left the house around nine, the outdoor temperature had risen to ninety. According to the meteorologist, we were fifteen degrees short of the high. But it was a dry heat.

      In honor of the two hundred and fiftieth Fourth of July, the light poles lining Main Street displayed American flags and banners bearing the faces of the young men and women from the area who were serving in the armed forces.

      Already, shoppers lined the sidewalk, eager to find holiday deals. We parked on Maricopa in front of U Behave, my animal behavior and pet psychic business, and walked the three blocks to the abandoned lot that the city had taken over for the duration of the Pioneer Expo.

      A sea of residents and tourists trying to beat the heat had already gathered. We headed to the area where local businesses, food vendors, craftspeople, and charities had set up booths to peddle their wares. In the second to last booth in the first row, the St. Mel’s Women’s Guild had prepared recipes inspired by their Revolutionary War research.

      Bowers reached over a row of johnnycakes waiting to be drizzled with maple syrup to grab a few molasses cookies. When he paid, he told the woman behind the table to keep the change.

      “Frankie. Martin. How nice to see you,” Father Damien, who was lending his presence if not his baking skills, had performed our marriage ceremony earlier this year. The young priest wore a short-sleeved grey shirt with his collar in deference to the heat.

      “I didn’t know you were a baker,” I joked.

      He twitched a smile. “I’m advertising. I eat the goods and tell everyone they’re a foretaste of Heaven.”

      At the next table over, my best friend, Penny, had a display of flyers along with samples from her bistro to entice people to visit The Prickly Pear. As soon as she spotted me, she called out. “You’re going to cover for me this afternoon, right?”

      Penny had an infant at home, and several of her waitresses and I had agreed to take turns watching her booth while she ran home to breastfeed. It was far too hot to keep a little one at the fair all day, even in the shade.

      I rested my fingers on my cheek and opened my eyes wide. “Oh, honey. I’m so sorry. I forgot to tell you I—” Her fair skin turned a deep red, so I held up both hands. “Pen, I’m kidding. I would never deprive Charlotte of private time with her mummy.”

      Her flush disappeared as quickly as it had come. “I knew you wouldn’t let me down.” She narrowed her blue eyes. “Because you know the consequences.”

      A gunshot cut off my retort. We instinctively ducked. A few more shots sounded, followed by yelling and a few mild yelps.

      “What the⁠—?”

      If someone had caused injuries, serious screaming and a stampede would have erupted. Instead, a few shrieks and yells filled the air. The group of protesters I’d noticed clustered in the open area just beyond the booths faced off with a short man with a round belly and long beard, his handguns raised high in the air.

      A mother clutched her two children to her sides, protecting them from Yosemite Sam. To my surprise, Father Damien leapt out from behind the St. Mel’s table, ready to defend his flock.

      A woman in her eighties took advantage of everyone’s distraction and snatched a handful of molasses cookies from the table before teetering away, leaning on her cane.

      As silence fell, the surrounding shoppers stared at the man. He looked around and noticed he was the center of attention—and not in a good way.

      “No worries, no worries. It’s only blanks.”

      My husband wrenched both revolvers from his hands. “You do not fire a weapon in a crowd, Joe. Ever. Even blanks can hurt someone.”

      Bowers flipped open the first gun, shook the bullets out of it, and double-checked the chamber. He repeated the process with the second gun before handing them back.

      Several people helped gather the blanks and handed them to Father Damien to dispose of in the garbage bag behind the St. Mel’s table.

      A plump woman with gray hair carrying a clipboard and wearing a Pioneer Expo apron, scurried up. Maude Benedict. The most efficient volunteer in Wolf Creek. She served on several boards, always had her name in the St. Mel’s bulletin as the contact for charity drives, and came in a close second to Penny for most energetic woman alive.

      “What were you thinking? You know better, Joe.”

      The man glowered, and the meanness in his eyes removed any thoughts of cartoon cowboys. “I don’t need advice on correct behavior, especially from you.”

      Her face flushed red.

      “She’s right,” Bowers said.

      A little Hispanic girl burrowed into her mother’s skirt. “It’s the chupacabra!”

      “No, sweetheart,” she said, scowling at the idiot with the empty guns. “The chupacabra is much thinner.”

      The old woman, after snatching more cookies, smacked Joe’s backside with her cane. “You’re a dunderhead. Scaring people like that.”

      With the way Joe’s face reddened, I thought steam would burst out of his ears. Now that I knew he wasn’t dangerous, the cartoon comparisons had returned.

      “You all need to learn to take a joke.”

      The only one laughing was a tall man with red hair, and he was filming the episode on his phone. Joe knocked the device out of his hand and stomped on it.

      “Hey! You’re going to pay for that.”

      Maude gasped. “That was unnecessary. You’re giving the Pioneer Expo a bad name.”

      “Determined to get in your last word?” Joe said with a leer. “In another week, it won’t matter.”

      I missed her response because, over Joe’s shoulders, a woman with tattoos and spiked brown hair was filming both men on her phone. She grinned like a cat who’d just spotted an injured canary.

      A female protester who seemed to be the group’s leader stepped eye to eye with the pseudo cowboy, unafraid, as if the guns he held were water pistols. “Why did you do that?” she demanded through clenched teeth. “And don’t tell me it was in fun.”

      He jabbed a finger at the protesters. “You people are ruining everyone’s good time. We’re proud of this country’s history, aren’t we, folks?”

      The crowd wrestled between American pride and the desire to disagree with anything Joe said. He went on as if he had received rousing applause.

      “We think it deserves a celebration, and that includes a spectacular firework finale.” He slipped a glance at the Hispanic woman and child. “Real Americans deserve the chance to show we’re proud.”

      The mother responded with something uncomplimentary, and it was in perfect English.

      “We love our country, too,” the protester said. Shouts of You tell him, Sarge offered encouragement. “We put our lives on the line for this country. All we’re asking for is some consideration.”

      A few people clapped. By then, the heads of security, a husband-and-wife team, had arrived. Once Brent, a grizzled man built like a bear, saw the situation was under control, he held up his hands. “Nothing to see here. Everybody go back to having fun.”

      His wife, Patti, a petite blond, smiled. “Now scoot. You’re wasting the cooler hours of the morning.”

      That got everyone moving.

      Brent turned to Joe with his hands on his hips, wrinkling his orange security vest. “These people have a permit to protest. You’re violating their rights.” He shook his head. “When I heard there was trouble, I should have guessed it was you. Anytime something underhanded or stupid happens, I think Joe Ranger.”

      While the two men exchanged barbs, I tried to read the protestors’ signs, but they were holding them upside down and standing in a tight circle, protecting something. Or someone. Through a gap, I saw a man curled up on the ground, and the largest pit bull I’d ever seen covered him with its body.

      “Is he okay?” I asked.

      “He’s fine,” the woman called Sarge snapped. Sensing my sincerity, her expression softened. “Thanks for asking.”

      As the protestors helped the man to his feet, I tilted my head sideways to read one sign: Veterans Against Fireworks.

      “Why?” I asked. “I mean, I’m not crazy about them either. And I hate what they do to the animal population. People can try to calm their pets, but what about the wildlife? They don’t understand.”

      “We understand too well.”

      I hadn’t thought about the effect of an explosive noise on a person who had experienced similar sounds in horrific, life-or-death situations. They were just like my frightened animal clients. Reality was no match for memory and imagination.

      I looked in the direction Joe Ranger had gone. “I wonder if that man has any idea.”

      She followed my gaze. “It wasn’t our first encounter with him.”

      The veteran was on his feet, but he kept his eyes down, embarrassed. “Sorry.”

      Sarge gently punched his arm. “That’s a stupid thing to say, Henry. What are you sorry for? Serving your country? Surviving hell?”

      The dog positioned himself between me and Henry, and his steady stare told me I wasn’t welcome to approach his master. Not that I’d take on the brindled Pitty to reach the man. Across one cheek, a red scar ran from ear to jowl, and part of one ear was missing.

      Henry was much better looking than his dog. He had brown skin, short-cropped brown hair, and prominent cheekbones. With his slim physique and haunted eyes, he could have been anywhere from twenty-eight to forty. He swayed, but when the others reached for him, he waved them off.

      Sarge’s smile showed a motherly warmth. “Okay group. I’m calling it. We’ll come back this afternoon.”

      “I’m fine,” Henry said. “It’ll be hot this afternoon. Well, hotter. Now is when the most people will see our message.”

      In response, the other members raised their picket signs.

      “I’m good. Nemo will keep me solid.” He scratched his dog’s ears.

      Bowers, having finished talking with the security team, joined us. “Sorry about that, folks.” He handed Sarge his business card. “If he harasses you again, let me know.” He studied Henry. “Are you alright?” My husband’s voice held a gentleness that surprised me.

      The young veteran nodded. “I’m good, sir.”

      “Thank you for your service.”

      The veterans responded with half-smiles, but some of them stood taller in response to his words.

      As we walked away, I told him his kindness towards Henry made me proud.

      “He reminds me of someone I knew. Someone I couldn’t help.”

      “It might have helped Henry more if you had arrested that loser.”

      “I’m no longer a cop.”

      “You could make a citizen’s arrest. In fact, someone filmed the entire episode. It could be evidence.” But when I looked, Filming Woman had disappeared into the crowd. I scoffed. “Joe Ranger. Is that even his real name?”

      “I don’t know. But as long as he signs my checks—and they clear the bank—I don’t care.”

      I gaped at him. “Joe Ranger is Elite Security? That little buffoon? That idiot?”

      “That client,” Bowers corrected. “Yes. And he’s my largest client.”

      “Boy, you sure picked a fine one to work for.”

      “Background checks may be boring,” he said, keeping his voice even, “but they pay the bills.”

      “He probably runs checks on neighbors and anyone he wants to harass.”

      “He owns a security firm with offices all over the country, including four in Phoenix. That means plenty of work for me.”

      “But you’re chained to your desk all day. That’s no fun.”

      Bowers laughed. “Detective work is ninety-one percent daily grind. Paperwork. Phone calls. It was the same in my previous job with the Wolf Creek PD.”

      I patted his shoulder. “You’ll find something more interesting.”

      He shrugged. “You think so?”

      “I’m positive. Cheating couples.” He rolled his eyes. “Blackmailers. Thieving employees. Lost inventory.” I lowered my voice. “Drug cartels. Or maybe,” I leaned closer, “a nice, juicy murder.”

      He didn’t answer, but I caught the flicker in his eyes when I said the word murder. I experienced my own flicker, but it was in my tummy.

      When Bowers had left the force to go private, I’d had visions of Nick and Nora Charles exchanging banter and confronting criminals. That would be more interesting than background checks. The only way I could be part of the team now was if I hit the enter button on the keyboard for him. Or answered his calls like one of those buxom, blond secretaries in black-and-white films. Only, I wasn’t buxom or blond, and most of Bowers’ calls were outgoing.

      No, a murder investigation would be best.

      I gave myself a mental forehead slap. Listen to me. Hoping someone would die just because my appointments had become routine. Six of the last seven were spent trying to calm down animals frightened by the fireworks, and there wasn’t anything I could do to relieve their minds. It almost seemed pointless to take their owner’s money.

      A cloud of boredom matched this feeling of helplessness. A murder investigation would ease those feelings.

      Sometimes I should think before I speak.
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      Janice Owens, owner of J.P. Owens Designs clothing store, and her business neighbor and love interest, Willard Blythe, a tall cowboy in his sixties who made leather goods, stood at the edge of a crowd watching a woman seated at a spinning wheel. The demonstrator wore a full brown skirt, an off-white long-sleeved shirt, and a white bonnet, and she was slapping together two flat boards with handles.

      “Once I have my wool, the next step is to card it.” She held up the two cards, which were covered in white fluff. “I do this to straighten the fibers before I spin them.”

      Spotting me, Janice waved and tugged on Willard’s arm, pulling him with her. “Frankie. It’s nice to see a familiar face. So many tourists are in town for the festivities. Not that I’m complaining. I need the bump in revenue to make it through the summer months.” She glanced at the demonstration. “That poor woman. I can’t imagine sitting all day in this heat in long sleeves.”

      “Speaking of heat, we’re headed to the forge.”

      “Felicia and Leo are at the edge of the lot. Safety reasons. We’ll walk with you.”

      As we dodged the crowds, Janice told me about her new line of maternity clothes. Penny had modeled them at the Do Gooders annual meeting, back when she was pregnant and showing.

      “They were a hit. People are coming from Scottsdale to buy my designs.”

      Her pride was justified. For the residents of trendy Scottsdale to consider Janice’s designs worthy of their attention counted as a victory.

      She ran her gaze over me. “How about you? Any children on the horizon?”

      My cheeks warmed. “Um . . .” We weren’t putting off children. Not intentionally. It just hadn’t happened yet.

      “Listen to me. I’ve turned into an inquisitive old woman. That was a personal question, and I apologize.”

      To break the awkward silence, she ran her professional gaze over my black t-shirt, jeans, and baseball cap. “I have some patriotic scarves in my store if you want to accent your outfit.”

      Janice wore blue clam diggers, a red t-shirt, and a short-sleeved linen shirt over it. A white straw hat topped off her outfit.

      “Are you trying to dress me in the nautical fashion? I remember perusing summer catalogs when I was a teen and seeing beautiful women standing on boats and wearing a mix of red and white, or blue and white, or even all three colors. I envied them because I knew if I wore the same outfit, I’d look like Gilligan of Gilligan’s Island.”

      Fortunately, we’d arrived at the forge, which was set up in a fenced area with a covering over the front and an open area in the back where they’d placed the fiery equipment. Bowers and Willard exchanged manly greetings—head nods.

      Under the large canopy, Felicia Burns, a petite woman with brown skin and curly dark hair, sat in front of a display of kitchen implements with hammer marks on them. Items I assume her husband had made before the expo.

      Leo Burns, a large, muscular Black man, bent over the hoof of a sleek, brown steed and nailed a horseshoe in place. The animal stood without moving except for hide twitches in response to an inquisitive fly.

      Once finished, Leo stood to his impressive six feet seven-inch height and addressed the crowd. “After Washington crossed the Delaware, he recruited blacksmiths to serve the army. He realized the importance of the horses having good shoes if he wanted to win the war.”

      The audience gave this revelation a smattering of applause.

      The guy with the freshly shod horse joined a group of mounted riders. I recognized the closest as a man named Harlan, who attended St. Mel’s with his wife, Sara. He tapped the brim of his dusty hat to acknowledge me.

      A child slipped away from her mother and stared up at the horses. “Are you Minutemen? My mom says you are.”

      The men exchanged glances, and Harlan laughed. “We’re a little long in the tooth. Minutemen were under thirty years old. We prefer to be called Rebels.”

      At a guess, Harlan was the youngest, and he was in his forties.

      “Rebus and Reggie might qualify.” This came from a man in his late sixties who sat as if he had been born in the saddle.

      Two more riders trotted up. The first was the man whose phone Joe had destroyed. The man riding with him was identical from his red hair and freckled face to his slim build. Their chestnut horses even had white stars in the same spot.

      One twin walked his horse to me. “Who are you? Someone important?”

      An older man snorted. “Give it a rest, Rebus. Your listeners don’t give a hang about your extracurricular activities.”

      Rebus grinned. “That’s what you think. I will film everything, and I mean everything, for my feral fans, so make sure you are all on your best behavior.”

      “Don’t you need permission to film people?” I asked.

      “Not at a public event.” From his height on horseback, his scrutiny felt like criticism. “You seem bright. Want a job as my assistant? Handle the fan mail and other boring tasks?”

      “I thought Miranda was your assistant,” Harlan said.

      “Fired her last week. She had started her own podcast. Behind the Genius. The title was alright, but she was showing proprietary information, naughty girl. Fortunately, I got a tip-off and put a kibosh on the venture. And I threatened to sue.”

      I frowned. “Isn’t a podcast just your opinion? What could she be showing them?”

      He pulled himself straight. “I’m much more than that. I’m an influencer. One hundred and two thousand highly engaged followers, and climbing. People send me things to review. My opinion is worth money. I’m Rebel Rebus. You’ve heard of me?”

      “I’ve, um, never listened to a podcast.”

      “Good for you,” Harlan said under his breath.

      He accepted my ignorance with a humorous spark in his eyes. “Rebus Atwaller, at your service.” His twin rode up. “And this is my brother, Reginald.”

      “Are you an influencer, too, Reggie?”

      He made an explosive noise. “Please. Reginald A.” He ran his gaze over me. “I wouldn’t expect you to be familiar with my designs.”

      “Designs? Architectural designs? Theater designs?”

      Rebus threw back his head and laughed. “Got you there, bro. He designs haute couture for very rich customers.”

      His brother sneered. “Not customers. Exclusive clientele. You’re such a Philistine.” To my surprise, he reached down to shake my hand. I wouldn’t have thought I was worthy of the attention. When he straightened up, he said, “You have something on your lip.”

      “Where?” I brushed my mouth with my hand, which sent him into fits of giggles.

      “Knock it off,” Harlan said, patting his pockets. He pulled out a tissue. “You need to wipe your hand and your face.”

      My fingers were covered with black powder. I could imagine what my face looked like. I glared at Reggie—I refused to call a practical joker Reginald—and wiped my mouth off on my arm, ignoring his snicker.

      Just then, Joe Ranger trotted over on a powerful-looking bay. A Shetland pony would have been more appropriate for the little man.

      “Listen up, girls.” He divided a stack of papers he pulled from his satchel. “Hand these out. We want a full house tomorrow.”

      He held one out to me. “You’ll be there.” It wasn’t a question.

      “Actually—” When I turned my head to find my excuse for being unable to attend anything to do with Joe Ranger, Bowers was no longer behind me.

      As Joe trotted away, I looked at the page. It was a flyer for tomorrow’s Revolutionary War reenactment.

      Harlan winked before dispersing with the others. “See you then.”

      “What was that all about?” Penny stood at my side. Baby Charlotte hung from her front in a strap-on carrier that came with an awning to shade the baby. My friend took hold of her child’s feet and swung them high, making the baby giggle.

      “I thought it was too hot for your precious pearl.”

      “She needs fresh air. I’m taking a break.”

      “Anyway, that was the Rebels.” I glanced at the flyer. “They’re doing a reenactment of . . .” I squinted at the page. “The Battle of Clover Field.”

      “I haven’t heard of that one.”

      “Where’s Kemper?”

      “He and Martin are checking out the apple pandowdy at Clarissa’s.”

      Suddenly, a familiar explosion sounded, one I’d been hearing all week. Someone had set off a firework, and it sounded close. The chills running down my spine came from the accompanying noise—a horse’s frightened cry.

      The baby wailed, and Penny wore the expression of a mother ready to defend her young.

      “Stay here,” I yelled as I ran toward the noise.
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      The explosion came from a side street off Main, about a block away from the expo lot. As I rounded the corner, I skidded to a stop just short of a set of pawing hooves.

      “Frankie, stop!” The voice belonged to Bowers, but he was too far away to help.

      Harlan was on the ground, and two of the Rebels were dragging him away from his frightened ride.

      “Damn kid threw a firecracker right by the horse’s hooves,” a man shouted.

      The teenager, a blond kid who looked like a football player, glanced around and, when he realized they were talking about him, ran.

      The horse reared again, and there was so much frenetic energy it took me four tries to connect with the frightened animal.

      “Get Mrs. Bowers out of there,” Harlan cried, but the horse, confused by the connection, had already become distracted from her trauma. She snorted and pawed at the sidewalk, but she kept her feet planted on the ground.

      “What are you afraid of, you big baby?” My voice trembled, but I smiled when I said it to keep the tone friendly.

      A drooling, fanged man, eight feet tall and armed with a musket.

      After a quick scan of the crowd confirmed the absence of abnormally tall men or muskets, I returned an image I thought fit the likely culprit—the teenage boy—with a few embellishments of my own. A dopey expression and a runny nose. He held a lit firecracker. It made a boom, and the idiot jumped and clapped.

      The horse stilled, and I crept forward and took the reins. As I did so, I played out a different scene for the horse—her standing proud and kicking dirt on the kid.

      My new friend snorted with disdain, and she even gave a little hop with her back feet, though her wide eyes searched the crowd to make sure I wasn’t lying.

      I played out the kid, covered in the dirt kicked up by the horse, whining like a baby and running away.

      “See? There’s nothing to fear.” I stroked her face. “It’s just a fool, unlike you. You’re a brilliant, beautiful girl.”

      And she was beautiful. The first American Bashkir Curly I’d ever seen in person. Her chestnut-brown coat resembled a close wave rather than curls, and her dark mane looked as if an amateur hairdresser had done a hack job on her, both the result of summer shedding. She still looked amazing.

      “Hey, Sunshine.” Harlan stood next to me and stroked the horse’s neck. It took me a second to realize he was addressing the animal, not me. Sweat ran down his face, and he winced at the movement. His other arm hung limp at his side. “You’re like a horse-whisperer.” When he laughed, he muffled a cry.

      I handed him the reins. “Not really. I just like animals.”

      He smiled. “They like you, too.”

      Harlan’s wife, Sara, was at his side in a blink. “Are you hurt? Let’s get you to a doctor.”

      “I’m fine, honey.” His wince didn’t convince her.

      Maude, Gabe, and other Rebels surrounded Harlan. A few of them led him away with Sara clearing a path through the crowd, while one of the other Rebels took control of Sunshine. Maude placed her fingers on her lower lip.

      “This will ruin everything!”

      Off my startled look, Maude explained. “The men follow a routine in the reenactment. It’s almost like a dance. This will throw everything off, but we can’t cancel now.” She made notes on her trusty clipboard and mumbled to herself.

      “What’s that?” I gaped at the string of fireworks sitting on the sidewalk. “Is that what scared the horse?”

      Maude picked them up. “It’s evidence. I’ll take it to the police.”

      “Frankie!” Bowers ran to me. “What the hell were you thinking?”

      “It’s fine.”

      “Excuse us,” Bowers said, and he yanked me around the corner. “Are you out of your mind? Never do anything like that again.”

      When he put his hands on my shoulders, they trembled. Or maybe it was my shaking legs I felt.

      “I got that close to the horse by accident, and then instinct kicked in.”

      He lowered his head to look me in the eye. “Never again. Promise me.”

      I couldn’t imagine the same scenario happening again, so I promised. He pulled me close and rested his chin on my
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