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      “Quiche me, you fool.”

      The demand was followed by hoots of laughter as the sister—Jezzie, I think her name was—leaned into her spouse for a smooch. He hesitated but obliged.

      I smiled at the boisterous group who clearly shared some inside joke about quiche and kissing. The warmth of the table and the sibling love melted my heart like butter on a biscuit. Taking a sip of water, I glanced over at Dixie, who sat across from me at the huge oak table.

      She rolled her eyes.

      “What?” I mouthed.

      Dixie shrugged. Jezzie had perhaps a teensy bit too much wine, but still: When did my best friend and business partner get so darn stuffy? Maybe it was the inside-joke part that she found off-putting.

      But we did know quiche was the family’s stock-in-trade, so it wasn’t that much of a stretch to figure out the expression had something to do with the Arbor family’s food business. After all, that was why we were here.

      I’m Sugar Calloway, the eye-roller is Dixie Spicer, and we own Sugar and Spice Cookbooks. Usually we do fundraising groups, nonprofits, schools, churches, and the like. But we’d worked with Gwendolyn Arbor, who was married to the younger brother of the clan, on a cookbook featuring Iowa’s wonderful bed-and-breakfasts and their specialty recipes.

      The project had been fun. And challenging. And fun. I guess, overall it had gone well, and when Gwen had contacted us about her in-laws wanting to put together a book of family recipes, we’d agreed.

      Plans for getting everyone together for a weeklong visit for the matriarch of the family’s birthday had included inviting us for the weekend as an efficient way to discuss which recipes should be featured. We’d arrived just before dinner.

      Lucky us.

      The food was mind-blowing. The family’s famous quiche Lorraine, served with oven- roasted vegetables, fresh strawberry walnut spinach salad, and warm French bread.

      I glanced around the table, hoping no one had noticed Dixie’s eye roll.

      There was Jezzie, the kisser, and her husband, Tom, a serious-looking, nondescript man. Jezzie was all polish and pizazz. Dark hair like her siblings, but frosted with strategically placed silver highlights, a bright red jacket with apple-red lipstick to match. She was a fancy gourmet dish. And Tom? Well, if we follow the foodie comparison, he was a tuna casserole.

      Beside them were Gwendolyn and her hubs, Jonathan. A former stockbroker, he’d left that life to move back to the area. According to Gwen, he’d developed an interest in historic renovations. Like I said, Gwen was the connection that had brought us into this project. She ran the Arbor House Bed-and-Breakfast and always looked to me like she could be a model for the mature professional women you see in magazine ads. Short silver curls, tall, slim, quietly elegant. A dove gray scarf wrapped around her shoulders. And Jonathan Arbor was the perfect foil. Distinguished looking, dark hair with a touch of gray at the temples.

      Maybe it was my former life at a big-time food magazine that made me tend to see everyone in terms of food or advertisements.

      Rounding out the group were Joe, Jr. who everyone called J.J., the oldest of the Arbor siblings, and his wife, Lucinda, who was chatting with Dixie in a low voice. Gwen had mentioned Lucinda was into genealogy and I hoped to talk with her sometime over the weekend about how to get started.

      At the end of the heavy oak table, taking it all in, was Marta, the birthday gal and queen mum of the family. Her lined face was difficult to read, but her dark eyes didn’t miss a thing. She took small bites and sipped her tea, but her eyes darted from one conversation to another.

      Beside her were two empty chairs. There were place settings, so it seemed more people were expected. I didn’t ask. You know, sometimes people have that tradition where they leave an empty chair for their dearly departed. I knew the patriarch of the family, Joseph Arbor, had departed a while ago and that the two oldest siblings ran Arbor Family Foods, the company he’d started. Maybe they left an empty chair at the table for him.

      The food had been served family-style, so plates were being passed around. I’d just accepted an overflowing basket of French bread from Tom when I heard the door open and in blew a couple that completely changed the energy in the room.

      “Theo!” Marta’s face was no longer unreadable. The pure joy swept years from her and her pale cheeks bloomed with color.

      The guy was handsome and shared the dark hair and coloring of the Arbor siblings, so my guess was that he was a family member and a favorite one, if Marta’s reaction was any indication.

      “Grand-mère.” He knelt down and brushed a kiss on her cheek. Turning back to the girl he’d left standing in the doorway, he motioned for her to join him.

      She was slender and petite; her shiny platinum hair a striking contrast to his dark coloring.

      “My fiancée, Colette,” he continued, turning to look at the rest of the group.

      “Hello.” She smiled, flipping a lock of blond hair and adjusting the toy poodle she held so she could give a wave. “Awesome to meet you.”

      Her bright pink jacket perfectly matched the pup’s pink bow. I shifted my gaze from girl and poodle back to the table in time to catch a look on Jezzie’s face that led me to believe she didn’t think it was so awesome. Her son, perhaps? Overprotective mother? Maybe.

      “And this is Frenchie.” She lifted the dog and waved one of the tiny paws in greeting. Though how she could do it with the size of the rock on her ring finger I don’t know. Don’t get me wrong, I’m a fan of diamonds as much as the next girl but—wow.

      “Nice to meet you. Hello.” There were nods, waves, and a murmur of greetings.

      I glanced back in Marta’s direction, curious as to what she thought of the new soon-to-be-family member. She sat quietly, but I recognized the one-raised-eyebrow look. I’d seen it enough from my own mother and it usually meant, “We’ll see about that.” The jury was clearly out on whether Ms. Colette and pup were what the grand dame had in mind for Theo.

      As I turned back to say something to Dixie, Gwen commented on Colette’s ring. Lifting her hand to show it to advantage in the light of the chandelier, Colette put Frenchie down right on the big table amid the dishes.

      The poodle, sensing a feast and that she had limited time, dove for the nearest plate. She snapped up a piece of quiche that had been left in the serving dish, gobbled up a nearby piece of asparagus, and then headed for the tray of chocolate mousse that Hilda, the woman who’d been serving, had just placed on the table in readiness for dessert.

      Frenchie obviously thought dessert was a great idea and dove right in, burying her snout in the closest of the dishes, her wagging tail knocking over crystal water glasses in her excitement.

      Colette lunged for the dog, upending even more glasses of water and wine, as the pooch—now covered in food—attempted to wriggle away.

      “Chocolate can be deadly to dogs!” Colette scolded, as if the family had attempted to poison the poodle.

      “So can walking around on the dinner table,” Jezzie said under her breath, but apparently loud enough that Colette could hear.

      “She’s just an innocent dog,” Colette gasped. “I can’t believe you’d want to hurt her.”

      “Of course, she wouldn’t.” Theo scooped up Frenchie and handed her to Colette. By this time the poor pup had started to gag, whether from the excitement or the chocolate mousse I wasn’t sure.

      “Let’s just take her outside for the moment.” Gwendolyn stepped forward and turned Colette and the dog toward the door.

      Hilda, the server, came back through the door with another tray of mousse, but stopped short when she took in the chaos.

      “Would you bring some towels?” Gwendolyn asked over her shoulder. “And a mop.”

      Hilda nodded and exited. Jonathan, who’d been across from me, stood and began gathering the plates and knocked-over glasses.

      “Shall we just clear this and we’ll have our dessert and coffee in the living room?”

      In a short time, Gwen was back. “I think the dog will be okay. She only ingested a tiny bit and pretty much none of it stayed down.”

      We all helped gather dishes and carry them to the kitchen. Then everyone made their way to the living room, but no one was much in the mood for relaxing with dessert and coffee.

      Theo and Colette were off in a corner, whispering, and though the rest of the clan tried to make conversation, it was peppered with awkward silences.

      After a little while, Dixie and I excused ourselves, begging off dessert after such a filling dinner. If this was a preview of the days to come, we were in store for one heck of a week.
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        * * *

      

      Because the B and B was full with all of the family staying, Dixie and I were sharing a large room on the third floor for the weekend. We’d dropped our luggage off when we’d arrived, but hadn’t really had time to unpack.

      The polished hardwood floor complemented the light peach tone of the walls, the matching duvets on the two double beds were a deep cranberry, and the crisp white pillowcases and luxurious linens made you want to crawl in bed immediately.

      “I can see why the bed-and-breakfast does so well.”

      “What?” Dixie stuck her head out from the en suite bathroom, her mouth full of toothpaste.

      “I said, I can see why Arbor House does so well,” I repeated. “This is gorgeous.”

      “It is.” She walked out, wiping her face with a peach-colored towel.

      “What did you think of the family?” I asked.

      “Too soon to say, but they seem nice enough.” She took the towel back to the bathroom.

      “They’re all striking.” I pictured each of them around the table.

      “What do you mean, striking?” Dixie asked.

      “You know, the dark hair⁠—”

      “You have dark hair,” she interrupted. “Beautiful straight dark hair.” She flipped one of her own red curls with a hand. “Trade you.”

      “Gladly. I have boring dark hair and gray eyes,” I pointed out. “The Arbor family’s jet-black hair and deep brown eyes are striking.”

      “Your dark hair and gray eyes, along with your porcelain skin, makes you more striking,” she insisted.

      “But—” I began.

      “All right.” Dixie rolled her eyes. “You win. They are striking.”

      “By the way, what was with the eye-rolling at dinner?” I asked.

      “What are you talking about?” She gave me a quizzical look.

      “During dinner when Jezzie was all kissy-face with Mr. Boring.”

      “Mr. Boring?” Dixie gave me a strange look. “Oh, you mean when they were misquoting Theda Bara?”

      “Huh?”

      “The quote is actually, ‘Kiss me, my fool’ and gets misquoted a lot.” She pulled back the covers on the closest bed and plumped the pillows. “It’s from an old silent movie about a woman who seduces men, takes their money, and then they kill themselves.”

      “Nice.” I picked up one of my pillows and threw it at her. “Too much late-night movie channel for you. We need to get you out of the house more.”

      “I’m out of the house now,” she said over her shoulder.

      “So you are,” I agreed. “It’s a start.”

      “I can’t think of the last time I slept anywhere other than my own bed. Let alone shared a room with someone.” She patted the pillows in place. “I hope I don’t snore.”

      “Won’t bother me.” I hunted for my small bag of toiletries to take my turn in the bathroom. I didn’t see it and I was sure I’d packed it. I hoped I packed it.

      “What are you looking for?” Dixie asked.

      “I can’t find my cosmetics bag.” I pulled everything out of my suitcase for the third time.  “Trust me, no one wants to be subjected to a weekend of me with no makeup.”

      “Is there anything in there you have to have right now?” Dixie continued arranging pillows and bedding. “Can’t it wait until morning? I’ll lend you anything you need.”

      “I put the charger for my activity tracker in there, and it will be dead tomorrow if I don’t plug it in.” Checking again around the area where we’d stacked our bags, I still didn’t see it.

      “Oh, no.” Dixie rolled her eyes and this time I was the target. “You mean you might take some steps and not get credit for them?”

      “I know.” I grinned. “Silly, huh? But it keeps me working toward a goal. I’ll just run out and check the car.”

      “Do you want me to go with you?”

      “No need.” I shook my head.

      Pulling a light jacket over my pajamas, I slipped down the stairs and out the front door, quietly unlocking the dead bolt. The fall evening was a bit cool and made me wish I’d gotten re-dressed rather than taking the shortcut of throwing on a jacket.

      Walking to where we’d parked, I unlocked the Jeep and reached behind the seat. Sure enough, it had simply slipped to the side and I’d missed it when we arrived.

      As I shouldered the bag and started back to the house, I took a deep breath. I was really looking forward to this weekend and couldn’t wait to get started on the new project. Staying in the beautiful B and B was an added bonus. The night air was scented with crisp leaves and some flower I couldn’t quite identify. I raised my gaze to the sky.

      Oh, wow.

      When you’re in a city, or even in a small town like St. Ignatius, where I live, you don’t get the full impact of a dark night sky in the country. With the absence of artificial light, the cosmos was sprinkled with millions of tiny lights.

      Not watching where I was going, I stumbled over something in the grass and nearly fell.

      Righting myself and getting my bearings, I looked toward the house. As my eyes focused, I noticed a figure in the shadows near the side of the building. The figure moved quickly around the corner and disappeared. There wasn’t any reason someone shouldn’t be out walking around, but still I felt a prickle of unease on the back of my neck. Maybe it was just being in a strange place and the fact that the area was so isolated, but it made me hurry my steps a little.

      I climbed the steps, slipped back into the house, and quietly shut the door, relocking the dead bolt. The quiet was broken by a sharp, high-pitched bark. Probably Colette’s little dog. I hoped she was settling down for the night and wasn’t planning on staying up, because she’d already irritated a few people at dinner.

      I meant the dog, of course, but the same could be said for Colette.

      Not wanting to be the cause of any further commotion, I made my way up the stairs as quietly as I could.

      Carefully opening the door and creeping into the bedroom, I carried my cosmetic bag to the bathroom and set it on the counter.

      “Did you find it?” Dixie asked from the bed, where she was already wrapped up in the soft covers.

      “Yes, I did.”

      “Now you can finish getting ready for bed without worrying about missing out on those steps.” Dixie rolled back over. “Good night.”

      “I’ll try not to make too much noise,” I said to her back as I flipped the switch on the bedside lamp by my bed. “Will this light bother you?”

      I waited for her to answer, but all I got was a soft snore. Though we’d never shared a room, it didn’t surprise me that Dixie was one of those awake-then-out people who could fall asleep almost immediately. I, unfortunately, did not drift off so easily. Hanging up my jacket, I plugged in my activity tracker and finished getting ready for bed.

      Propping up several pillows, I settled in and reached for a mystery book I’d just started. After a couple of chapters I felt my eyelids getting heavy.

      Closing the book, I turned out the light and snuggled under the quilt, thinking about all the tasty dishes we were going to collect for the Arbor family cookbook.
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      I hadn’t set an alarm on the small clock by the bed, but I had set one on my phone for six-thirty. As it turned out, neither was needed, as I woke up at six o’clock on my own. Dixie was sound asleep, so I quietly brushed my teeth and pulled on my running, aka walking, clothes.

      I could take care of my early-morning steps and have a jump-start on the day before breakfast.

      The house was quiet, though I thought I could hear someone moving around in the kitchen, and the smells coming from that direction promised something tasty for the morning menu.

      Opening the door and stepping outside, I looked around. I was a little afraid to try the road that led to the B and B because it didn’t have a wide shoulder and I didn’t want a run-in with a car. The Arbor House property covered several acres, according to Gwen, so I figured I could trek the area behind the house without trespassing on someone else’s property.

      I headed to the back and started a brisk walking pace. The grass was a bit damp from morning dew, but the temperature was nice, and it was so relaxing to keep moving without any interruptions.  I’d been walking in the mornings for the past month and, unless I was really early, most of my neighbors were up. Don’t get me wrong, I love living in a small town and knowing my neighbors, but stopping to chat really messes with my ability to get all my walking in.

      The backyard couldn’t really be called that. At least not as it related to most backyards. It was more like a park. The big green expanse was broken up only by the archery range and the pickleball court. Gwen had explained pickleball to me yesterday. I hadn’t realized the paddle sport was so popular. It looked like fun. Maybe Dixie and I would get a chance to try it out. I wasn’t sure I’d be any good, but running after that ball would certainly up my step count.

      Not that I was obsessed with my steps.

      I had just completed my circle of the area near the court and started toward the archery range, when I heard a bark and saw a streak of white out of the corner of my eye.

      Oh, no.

      It looked like Colette’s little poodle had gotten loose and was running around the area off leash. There were probably dozens of things she could be getting into that she shouldn’t. Things much worse than eating chocolate mousse.

      I tiptoed in her direction.

      “Come here,” I called.

      She stopped and tipped her head to one side as if she didn’t quite understand.

      “Come. Here.” I tried again. Maybe the dog only understood French. I tried to think whether I knew any French that would be helpful. My vocabulary, unfortunately, was limited to being able to adequately order in a French restaurant and didn’t include calling a dog.

      “Come, sweetie,” I coaxed as I continued toward her, searching my pockets to see if I had anything that might serve as a treat to coax the dog to me. Or at least something that might look like a treat. Normally, I wouldn’t be so devious in tricking the poor pup, but if she headed for the nearby woods at best she could end up covered in brambles, and at worst she could get attacked by a predator.

      As I got closer, I could see Frenchie was technically not off leash. The bling-studded pink tether was still attached but trailing behind her as she ran to-and-fro. She spotted me and ran toward me and then, as I reached down to grab her, she took off.

      “Okay, you trickster.” I ran after her. Okay, more like a really fast walk.

      Frenchie circled back, darting past me in the other direction. Goofy dog. At least I’d be racking up steps on my tracker. Again, not that I’m obsessed.

      “Come on, come here.” I patted my leg.

      She headed back toward the archery targets and I followed. Stopping behind one, she barked again. I hurried forward, thinking I could grab ahold of the leash and as I did, I tripped over something and fell to the ground, skidding across the grass. There went my pristine new exercise pants.

      What on earth had I stumbled over?

      Stunned by the impact, I slowly opened my eyes.

      Sightless violet eyes stared back at me; perfectly platinum hair was matted with blood. She must have hit her head when she fell. But I didn’t think it was the head wound that had killed Colette.

      I was pretty sure it was the arrow sticking out of her chest.

      My own heartbeat pounded in my ears.

      I struggled to stand and to comprehend what I was seeing.

      I tried to scream but couldn’t force any sound around the lump that had formed in my throat. Once on my feet, I snatched up the now-still dog and took off.

      At first in the wrong direction. As my senses returned, I corrected course and ran as hard as I could toward the house.

      Opening the first door I came to, I ran directly into Jonathan Arbor.

      “There’s—it’s—Colette.” I pointed toward the backyard. “Behind the tar—” My brain couldn’t come up with the words to explain, but my tone of voice must have conveyed the urgency.

      J.J. stepped forward, and I realized all the siblings were gathered in the lower-level sunroom.

      “What’s wrong?” Jezzie asked, grabbing my arm.

      “Hurt,” I said and pointed again.

      All three shot out the door and toward the archery range. I sat down in the nearest chair, still holding Frenchie, who nuzzled into the crook of my arm as if she too was shaken.

      I don’t know how much time passed before they came back, but one look at the solemn faces told me I’d been right. Colette was dead.

      “Let’s get you upstairs.” Jonathan helped me up from the chair. The sunroom stairs led to a deck off the back of the house, which unfortunately overlooked the back of the house and gave a clear view of the archery range. Someone had covered Colette with a blanket.

      It didn’t matter. Sightless violet eyes and blond hair tinged with blood were etched into my memory.

      I turned to the group who had followed behind Jonathan and me. “I’m just going to go upstairs and change.”

      Climbing the stairs, I suddenly realized I still held the poodle.

      When I opened the door to our room, Dixie was propped up on the bed, leafing through the Arbor House cookbook we’d worked on. She stopped mid–page-turn.

      “I was about to come looking for you.” She looked me up and down. “What happened to you? And why do you have the dog?”

      I tried to set the poodle on the bed, but she was having none of that.

      “Colette is dead. Shot with an arrow. Out there.” I waved my hand in what I thought was the general direction of the back of the house.

      “What?” Dixie jumped up. “Are you okay?”

      “No.” I felt my lip quiver. “I’m not. I went for a walk, and it was still kind of dark and Frenchie here was running around, and I tried to catch her and tripped over Colette.”

      I took a gulp of air and sat down on the bed.

      “She had an arrow sticking out of….” I tapped my chest.

      “Jeepers.” Dixie sat back down. “It’s too early for anyone to be on the archery range. And what would she have been doing out there anyway?”

      “I think maybe taking this one for a walk.” I nodded toward Frenchie, who still was stuck to me like glue.

      “Here, let me take her so you can clean up and change.” Dixie held out her hands.

      I tried to hand over the dog, but she resisted, finally yielding and letting Dixie take her but not without a whimper of protest.

      I grabbed a change of clothes and entered the bathroom. Washing my face and changing into clean clothes helped a bit. Applying a bit of makeup added some color so I wasn’t quite so pale. I quickly ran a brush through my hair and stepped back into the bedroom.

      “Better?” I asked.

      “Yes. Not that you looked bad.” Dixie held Frenchie against her, petting the dog’s head, but the pup struggled to get to me as soon as she spotted me. “I think you’ve got a friend here.”

      “She’s probably traumatized by what happened to her human.” I picked her up and she immediately tucked herself back into her former position.

      “I imagine.” Dixie shook her head. “Suppose we’d better head downstairs and see what’s happening. I assume they called the police.”

      “I didn’t wait to find out.”

      Closing the door behind us, we could hear voices from the main floor. Once we’d reached the bottom of the stairs, it was clear the family had assembled in the living room.

      “Would you like some coffee?” Gwen appeared with a cup and a carafe of coffee.

      “Oh, yes, please.” I accepted the cup and held it out so she could pour. Frenchie shifted so she didn’t lose contact with my side.

      Gwen turned toward Dixie, holding out a cup.

      “No, thank you.”

      “There’s also tea.” Gwen pointed toward a tray that sat on the walnut library table. “Or other things to drink in the kitchen. Just let me know what you’d like.”

      “Tea will be fine.” Dixie moved toward the table.

      An awkward silence followed me as I juggled the dog and my coffee, and made my way toward the couch.

      “Where are they?” Jezzie looked at her watch. “We called them over twenty minutes ago. It’s a good thing this wasn’t an emergency.”

      “Let’s stay calm.” J.J. held up his hands. “The dispatcher said they were tied up at an accident scene and would get to us as soon as they could.”

      I took a sip of my coffee and looked around the room. Everyone was present. Jezzie and Tom, J.J. and Lucinda, Jonathan and Gwen. Wait—where was Theo? I wondered who’d had the awful task of breaking the news to him. Probably his mother or father. I was sort of rooting for Tom. Maybe Jezzie had a softer side but, if so, I hadn’t seen it yet.

      Dixie joined me on the couch. “You know we’re still in Jameson County, right?”

      “No, I did not know that,” I whispered. That meant that the investigator would be a county sheriff that we knew all too well.

      It seemed like hours passed, but it was probably only minutes. The atmosphere was tense and a bit odd. How could it not be?

      Jezzie, a doer, was definitely having trouble sitting still. Her foot-tapping was about to drive me crazy. Tom, her husband, seemed oblivious to it. But then my impression had been Tom was most of the time unaware of what was going on around him. It looked like he might be using the time for a quick nap.

      J.J. paced back and forth, sat down by his wife, got back up. Lucinda had some papers in her hand and periodically jotted notes. Gwen had told me Lucinda was a former history professor before she had gotten into doing genealogy. She’d promised to mention my interest to Lucinda in case she could share some tips. Maybe she was taking advantage of the waiting to catch up on some of her research.

      Gwen busied herself with making sure people had beverages and Jonathan flipped through messages
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