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The Dead of Winter

When her brother calls to say he’s been in an accident and needs her help, literary agent and amateur sleuth Allie Cobb doesn’t hesitate to go to him. And though she’s worried for his safety, her concern turns to confusion when she learns that he ran his truck into a ditch to avoid hitting a large safe sitting in the middle of the road. Stranger still, when the safe is opened, police discover the grisly remains of the local gun club president.

All the evidence indicates the dead man was poisoned by lethal injection, and that the drugs could only have come from Allie’s favorite veterinarian. Determined to prove the woman’s innocence, Allie’s digging reveals that the victim’s wife may have wanted him out of the picture, and also that he was embroiled in a long-running dispute with a local businessman. With no shortage of suspects and a very ominous sense of danger lurking around her, Allie will have to watch her back, because until the killer is caught, nobody’s safe . . .
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A wise woman once opined that ships at a distance carry every person’s greatest wish on board. I don’t know whether the observation’s true. What I did know, as I pummeled my kickboxing bag with a left-right-left combination—wham, wham, wham—was that I was bone-weary of the slate gray skies and unending snow flurries the first week of February was subjecting us to.

“Take that, snow”—I kicked the bag with my right leg—“and that, ice,” and hammered the canvas again with my left.

It had been a brutal winter. Bone-chilling cold had conspired with unrelenting snow to keep me indoors almost round the clock.

Which made exercise one of the most important parts of my routine. And not just to maintain physical fitness. The workouts helped my mental and emotional fitness. With the weather so lousy, my bike rides and walks with my tortoiseshell cat Ursi had been reduced to a fraction of what they were in decent weather. Without the endorphin-releasing exercise, I risked sinking into a depression-like funk. I had no interest in letting that happen.

The timer on my phone went off, the insistent beep beep signaling the end of my sixty-minute session. I finished with a jump kick I’d been working on. I landed a touch off-balance and needed an extra step to keep from falling to the floor. My not-so-graceful gymnastics sent Ursi scrambling to a corner of the room.

“Totally nailed it.” I bowed to her after regaining my balance. “Simone Biles has nothing on me. Okay, maybe a little.”

Despite my lack of grace, the workout-induced rush made me feel as powerful as Wonder Woman. Mission accomplished. I doused my face with water. As I wiped it off with a towel, I squeezed the water bottle for a second to shoot a stream at Ursi.

She reared up on her hind legs and batted at the liquid. Most of it landed on top of her head but a few drops ended up on her nose. She made those disappear with a single lick of her pink tongue. When her nose was dry, she used her paws to remove the water from up top.

Once her grooming was complete, she gave me her signature long, unblinking stare. She wanted more water but was way too refined to lower herself to ask for it.

I was powerless against her golden-eyed stare.

“As you wish, my queen.”

Ursi trotted alongside me into the kitchen. She started licking from the fountain the second I finished freshening her water. As she batted a paw at the stream, “The Promise” by outlaw country artist Sturgill Simpson sounded from my phone.

My brother Luke was calling. It was almost ten. Hearing from him so late in the day was almost unheard of. He abided by the rule our mother lived by: one never called after nine o’clock.

Unless it was an emergency.

We exchanged a quick greeting, then he cut to the chase. “I need a favor. Can you go to the house, get Sloane’s car, and meet me on the highway out by the community center?”

“Okay. Do I want to know why?” Luke had made weird requests over the years, but this one had to be in the top three on the strange scale.

“I was on my way home after cleaning at the center. I was in an accident. The truck’s not drivable, so I need a ride home.”

“Say no more.” I changed clothes, grabbed my helmet, and was out the door before Ursi finished eating the snack I gave her.

The thought of going for a bike ride during the first week of February, at night no less, might bother other folks. Not me. As someone who didn’t own a car, I’d become quite adept at getting around on two wheels in every kind of weather.

The thing that made me crank my pedals as fast as I could wasn’t the thought of trading my ride for the comfort of his wife Sloane’s Subaru. I was concerned about Luke’s condition. Sloane was out of town getting in some warm-weather training for her professional trail-running career. That meant my brother needed someone to fill in for her.

If he called our mom, she’d overreact. Par for the course since she was a family physician who worried about her three adult children every bit as much as she did when we were still in diapers. Our sister Rachel was at home with her school-aged twins, Tristan and Theresa. Asking her to go on rescue duty for an indeterminate amount of time was a nonstarter.

A key stashed under the back door mat got me into the house. I made a beeline to a rack in the kitchen and grabbed a fob for Sloane’s car and went right back outside. My total amount of time in the house was fewer than ninety seconds.

Once within my bestie’s Subaru, the Green Hornet as she called it, I let out a long breath. My hands were trembling, and my heart was racing like I was still in front of the kickboxing bag. My fight-or-flight response was in overdrive.

That wouldn’t do.

While I had a driver’s license, I only got behind the wheel a few times a month, at most. Sometimes, weeks would go by between stints in the driver’s seat. When I did drive, it was usually to borrow Mom’s car for a rare errand that took me to Columbus or Indianapolis. Getting into a crash on a rescue mission would be a massive failure I’d never live down, so I closed my eyes and counted to ten.

It was a damp, gloomy night. Even with the defroster on full blast, the windshield kept wanting to fog over. Given my small stature and slight frame, I leaned close to the steering wheel to guide the vehicle through the soup. It was an exercise in patience, as I never even got near the speed limit, even though I wanted to get there as soon as possible.

As I came upon the accident scene, flashing red lights from emergency response vehicles gave me plenty of time to pull off the road and come to a stop. Which was good. Without them, I might have plowed into a tow truck that was only partly pulled over to the side of the road.

The scene was also one of the strangest I’d ever laid eyes on.

Luke’s truck had ended up in the ditch by the side of the road. Its amber flashers blinked on and off, warning other motorists to steer clear. The front end on the driver’s side had been smashed in, as if he’d rammed full speed into a concrete wall. A black object about the size of a refrigerator lay in the middle of the road. It didn’t take an accident reconstructionist to conclude that’s what Luke had crashed into.

With a fear that my brother was seriously injured, I double-timed it for the ambulance. On my way, I surveyed the situation. There were no other vehicles involved. That was something to put into the plus column.

I rounded the back corner of the emergency vehicle to find my brother sitting upright in the open doorway. He grimaced as he touched his head, which made me cringe. Still, it was way better than being prone on a stretcher.

“Did someone call for Allie’s Uber Service?”

Luke took a lot of pride in his job. Getting into an accident while on the clock would have him in a sour mood. The least I could do was attempt to lighten it.

“Hey, there, K.C.” Boomer, a paramedic I’d gotten to know thanks to my various scrapes with danger, was applying a bandage to Luke’s forehead. “Quite the change to be treating a member of the Cobb family who isn’t you.”

“I’m sure my health insurance carrier agrees. How’s my bro?”

K.C. was short for the Kickboxing Crusader. Sloane had given me the nickname in the aftermath of the first murder investigation I’d solved. The moniker was a compliment, but it made me uncomfortable. The real heroes were the public safety workers, like police, fire, and EMS. They took care of people every day, without any of the fanfare they deserved.

“He’ll live. He’s got a nasty cut under that bandage on his head and there will be some bruising from the air bag deploying. There are indications of a mild concussion, too.”

I looked at Luke. “Do you want to go home or to the hospital to get that noggin of yours checked out?”

My brother and Boomer exchanged a look.

“I’ll give you two a minute while I complete my report.” Boomer left us.

Luke must have known what question was coming because he held up his hand like a stop sign.

“Since I was on the job when all this went down”—he swept his hand in the direction of his truck—“I have to take a drug test. They need to make sure I’m not drunk or high or anything like that.”

“That’s insane. You’d never do anything stupid like that. Let me go talk to someone.” I turned away but was stopped by Luke’s hand around my arm.

“Don’t. It’s an insurance thing. And before you ask, no, I’m not on anything.” He gave me a little grin. “In the coming days, I better not hear any crazy stories that you fed to Mom. Even in this condition, I can still put you in a headlock and give you a noogie.”

I snorted. “Never. Have you forgotten I’m the one who laughs in the face of death? The upholder of truth, justice and the American Way.”

“Help me, Boomer. Make her stop. Please.”

Our laughter ended abruptly when he grimaced.

“Yeah, hospital it is. ASAP.”

Tommy Abbott was the lead police officer on the scene. I paid him a visit while Boomer went over some instructions with Luke. He was crouched down like a baseball catcher, staring at the black box as I approached.

“What is that thing?” I pointed at it with my phone.

He greeted me with a nod. “A gun safe.”

I don’t know what I’d expected him to say, but gun safe wasn’t it. While I didn’t own any firearms, I knew many people who did, Luke included. A gun safe wasn’t the type of thing to be found in the middle of a state highway. Especially one as large as a refrigerator.

“Any idea how it got there?”

“That, my friend, is the million-dollar question.” He got to his feet. “According to Luke, it was just sitting there, in the middle of the road. He claims that, on account of the fog, he didn’t see it until the last second.”

“Claims? What are you implying?” A flicker of indignation bloomed to life in my belly.

My brother wasn’t perfect, but he was a good person and a dedicated public servant. He wouldn’t put his position as the director of the Rushing Creek Parks Department at risk for anything.

“I’m not implying anything. Just relating what he told me. I know he’s your brother, but you of all people should know not to draw conclusions until all the facts are in.”

I rubbed my temples to give me a few seconds to compose myself. Tommy was right, but it was my brother we were discussing. Other than some of his fashion choices, Luke didn’t make poor decisions. Besides, getting snippy with Tommy wouldn’t solve anything.

“Fair enough. Do you think there’s a way to find its owner?”

“A gun safe of this size and quality’s expensive. We’ll check to see if one was reported lost or stolen. If we strike out there, we’ll take the next step.”

Luke joined us. He handed me a folded sheet of paper. “That’s my paperwork for the hospital. Boomer says I’m good to go.”

Tommy straightened up and shook Luke’s hand. “I’m glad you’re not hurt too bad. If you’re up to it, I’d like for you to come to the station tomorrow to get a formal statement down on paper.”

Once they agreed on a time, Luke and I strolled to Sloane’s car. I cut him off as he angled for the driver’s side.

“No way. Until you’re cleared to drive, you’re assigned wingman status.” I got in behind the wheel.

“Now you’re just milking this.” His smile as he buckled in turned to a grimace when I started the engine. I didn’t like to see signs he was in pain.

The drive to the hospital was a thousand percent less stressful than my mad dash to the crash scene. Luke was quiet, but he didn’t appear to be in any serious distress. As we approached the sliding doors at the building’s main entrance, a weight slipped from my shoulders. I was confident my brother wasn’t seriously injured. Still, it was a relief to have him in the hospital in case he took a turn for the worse.

One of the upsides to living in a small town is that often there’s not much of a wait to be seen by a doctor in the emergency room. It seemed like only minutes had passed when Luke rejoined me.

“Drug test is complete. The doc thinks it’s just a bump to the noggin. Let’s get out of here.”

I loved my brother with all my heart. I also knew when he was trying to play tough guy. Like right now. I snatched the discharge papers from him.

“Uh-huh. ‘Patient is exhibiting concussion-like symptoms.’ I’m staying at your place tonight so I can keep an eye on you. Don’t want you getting up in the middle of the night, blacking out on your way to the bathroom, and hitting your head again.”

He rolled his eyes, and winced, again. “Don’t be a drama queen, Allie.”

“And don’t be a bullheaded fool.” I whacked his arm with the paperwork. “I’ve no doubt you’ll be fine, but I owe it to Sloane to make sure. We’ll stop at my apartment so I can get a few things. This way, I can take you to the station tomorrow, too. Better safe than sorry.”

“Fine.” He put his hands up like he was surrendering. “God, you can be so bossy. Sloane’s a lot nicer than you. You know that?”

“Of course I do.” I laced my arm through his and guided him toward the exit. “That’s what makes my bestie and me such a great pair. She’s the good cop, I’m the bad cop.”

“You can say that again.”

“She’s the good cop, I’m the bad cop.”

He snorted and gave my arm a squeeze. “Has anyone ever told you that you’re the most annoying little sister ever?”

“Only you and Rachel. Out of a worldwide population of over seven billion, that’s a pretty stellar percentage, don’t you think?”

“You are such a dork.” He eased himself into the car’s passenger seat at a sloth’s pace. “Seriously, though, I appreciate you looking out for me.”

“Happy to be of service.” As we pulled out of the parking lot, I gave him a pat on the shoulder. I was happy to help him out. To me, it’s one of the things being part of a family was all about.

A question kept knocking on the inside of my head, insisting I give it some thought. How in the world did that safe end up in the middle of the road? Then, a second question started knocking.

Why had someone abandoned a valuable piece of property out in the open on a gloomy winter night?
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Despite a restless night tossing and turning on Luke and Sloane’s couch, I made it a point to fix my brother a healthy breakfast. I’d been whacked on the head in the not-too-distant past and had spent the next day behind a pair of sunglasses struggling with the worst headache in memory. If I could ease any discomfort he was feeling, I was happy to make the effort.

“Wow.” With wide eyes, Luke took a seat at the dining room table. “Scrambled eggs, whole wheat toast, fruit. To what do I owe the honor?”

He stopped buttering a slice of toast to rotate one shoulder, then the other. Then he twisted his torso from side to side a few times.

“Since you won’t admit it, your body language confirms my suspicions. You’re sore from last night. When you combine that with the fact you have to visit the police station, the least I could do is make sure you have a decent breakfast.”

He shoved half a piece of toast into his mouth and chewed. “It’s not like I can’t take of myself. I lived on my own for a long time, you know.”

“I do. I also know when you lived on your own, breakfast typically consisted of powdered donuts or honey buns.” I took a sip of my coffee. “And don’t talk with your mouth full.”

“God, you are worse than Sloanie.” He massaged the area near his shoulder where the seat belt had held him back during the crash, then scooped up a forkful of eggs. “This is really good. Thanks.”

Luke spent the rest of breakfast communicating with his staff. Since the doctor had instructed him to take it easy at home today, he needed to make sure his Parks Department employees knew what the day’s game plan was. While it didn’t meet the letter of the physician’s instructions to take the day off from work, it did meet the spirit. I guess.

Given that I used my phone morning, day, and night pretty much every day, I couldn’t begrudge him the use of his. Didn’t want to give him the chance to call me a hypocrite.

That was my story, and I was sticking to it.

• • •
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When we walked through the entrance to the Rushing Creek Police Department a little while later, Officer Jeanette Wilkerson, an excellent cop and a good friend, greeted us.

“Thanks for coming in, guys. Tommy briefed me on the situation. Hopefully, this won’t take too long.” She gave Luke a quick up-and-down scan. “How are you feeling?”

His cheeks turned pink. I loved my brother, but sometimes he could be such a stereotypical guy. Admitting weakness embarrassed him. It was kind of pathetic in a strangely endearing sort of way.

“I’m good.” He tapped the crown of his head with his knuckles. “The head’s clear. I shouldn’t have any trouble giving you my statement.”

While Luke went over the previous evening’s events with Jeanette, I found a spot in a quiet corner of the station where I could get some work done. My current situation highlighted one of the reasons I loved being a literary agent. I could work pretty much wherever, and whenever, I wanted.

Normally, I held an in-person meeting with my assistant, Calypso Bosley, every Monday morning. Even though Calypso lived in an apartment one floor above mine, we didn’t see a lot of each other throughout the week. I could only afford her on a part-time basis, so she had another part-time job too. It was at the Rushing Creek Public House, one of the restaurants my sister Rachel owned. Locals referred to it simply as the Pub. The Monday meetings were a great way to make sure we saw each other and to facilitate communication.

This morning, I was about to embark on a first for the Cobb Literary Agency. A staff meeting via video chat. Oh, how I loved life in the twenty-first century.

Since the agency employed all of two people, the concept sounded way more impressive than it actually was. Over the last year, I’d conducted more and more meetings with clients and editors over Skype, Zoom, and a handful of other platforms. This would be the first time one-on-one with Calypso, though.

I’d texted her earlier to schedule the call, so her image filled the screen on my phone mere seconds after I opened the meeting link.

“Hey, Boss. How goes it from the Slam?” She took a drink from one of her enormous forty-four-ounce coffee mugs, her face disappearing for a moment as she did so.

I thanked my lucky stars I was using earbuds. Calypso didn’t trust the police and often spoke about them in less than flattering terms. I disagreed with her on the subject but didn’t begrudge her opinion. All I could do was remind her that real people wore the badge. Folks who spent their lives trying to make our lives safer. The officers of Rushing Creek PD weren’t perfect by any means, but they had my back and I had theirs.

“Luke’s giving his statement now. He’s feeling better, so I don’t think there are any serious injuries. What’s on the docket for this week?”

She waved a piece of paper that contained an agenda in front of her. “We’ve got one release Wednesday and another Thursday. I’ll take care of the social media posts.”

“And I’ll send out notifications on the agency group page.”

Over the past few months, Calypso had taken responsibility for more of the agency’s Internet presence, from the website to social media management. She was good at it and it freed me up to do other things more fitting to my skill set, so it was a win-win. As the head of the agency, it was important to me to make the new release announcements. It reminded my authors that release day was a time to celebrate all the hard work they’d put in.

It was fun, too.

The next item on the agenda was author royalties. About halfway through the discussion, Luke and Jeanette joined me.

“Heard about the crash, dude,” Calypso said. “Glad you’re up and around. You must have a head harder than the boss lady’s.”

“That is a fact.” Luke exchanged a virtual fist bump with my assistant.

I stuck my finger in my mouth and made gagging sounds, while Jeanette shook her head at our silliness.

After assuring Calypso he was fine, Luke told me that Matt Roberson, Rushing Creek’s chief of police, needed my help with something.

I ended the call with a promise to catch up with Calypso later in the day. The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end as I got to my feet.

“What’s wrong? I’m not in hot water for taking those pictures last night, am I?”

“Nothing’s wrong.” Jeanette put her hands up in a placating fashion. “At least we don’t think so. Anyway, nobody’s reported a missing gun safe. Normally, that wouldn’t be a problem, but the thing’s beginning to smell. Whoever dumped it must have left food in it. Matt got a search warrant and gave me the go-ahead to open it and get rid of whatever’s making it smell so bad.”

“Food? In a gun safe?” I wrinkled up my nose. “Seriously?”

“You’d be amazed at the things people hide behind a locked door,” Jeanette said with a shudder.

“All righty, then. Let’s get this over with.”

Jeanette had recently taken a class on investigation practices and had been dying to put them to use. Now she had a perfect opportunity.

Luke and I followed her down a corridor to a door with a sign that read Evidence—Authorized Personnel Only.

She knocked twice then entered a four-digit code into a keypad on the wall. Her free hand blocked my view of the keypad. Too bad. One never knew when one might need access to the Rushing Creek Police Department’s evidence room.

When the door buzzed, Jeanette pushed it open and gestured for Luke and me to enter. As I passed her, she put her hand on my shoulder.

“The combination is changed every thirty days, so don’t get any funny ideas.” She winked. My friend knew me better than I’d given her credit for.

Officer Gabriel Sandoval was hovering over the safe. He gave us an informal salute. The brown-eyed and brown-skinned cop reminded me of a young Antonio Banderas. He had a natural low-key charm that, when combined with his good looks, made it easy for him to get information from the fairer sex. More importantly to me, he was smart and dedicated to the community. It made me feel good seeing him involved with this mess.

While we exchanged greetings, I took a few moments to get a good look at the safe. There were some scrapes and a few small dents. The crash didn’t appear to have taken much of a toll on it.

Standing upright, the safe was as tall as me. It was about three feet wide and the same depth. Except for decorative gold trim that outlined the door and a gray electronic keypad, the surface was completely black. It was an expensive-looking piece of equipment.

I wanted to get a close look, but the smell put an end to that idea.

The stench emanating from it was a nauseating combination of rotting vegetables and spoiled meat. It was like someone put a cartful of perishable groceries in the safe and forgot all about them. Or what someone would do when they were in a hurry to hide something.

“All ready for you, Jeanette.” Gabe adjusted a pair of nose plugs as he stepped away from the safe. “I’ve gone over every inch twice and can’t find fingerprints or anything else that would help determine ownership.”

He tossed some cotton nasal plugs to Luke and me. “Put these in and breathe through your mouths.”

“Thanks for making sure.” She turned toward us. “Here’s the deal. The serial number’s been removed. We hope the contents will help us locate the owner. Luke, is this the same object you ran into last night?”

“Yeah, I guess.” He shrugged. “I mean, visibility was lousy last night, but it looks familiar.”

“Allie?” Jeanette raised her eyebrows.

I compared the pictures on my phone with the safe now in front of me. “Yeah. I’d say they’re the same.”

“Good.” Jeanette opened a case containing electronic equipment. “I wanted to confirm your eyewitness accounts since this is such a weird situation.”

“Can we get a move on, please?” I covered my nose and mouth with my hands in a vain attempt to block out the noxious stench. The plugs helped, but they were fighting a losing battle with whatever was in the safe. “Before I throw up my breakfast?”

Jeanette cracked her knuckles and got down on a knee. She attached some wires to the keypad and asked us to be quiet. Watching her work was fascinating. It was nothing like it was portrayed on the screen, where the safecracker put their ear to listen for the tumblers to fall into place as they turned a dial back and forth.

Instead, she used a resistance meter in tandem with a battery to figure out the safe’s key code. The meter showed changes in current when she entered a correct digit in the keypad. When the meter indicated a correct digit, she started over.

For kicks, I monitored her progress with a stopwatch. Luke, Gabe, and I held our collective breaths as she worked. Before long, she made a fist pump.

“Got it.” She punched in four digits. When the safe let out a beep, she pushed the lever down and the door opened a crack.

Before I had a chance to check the time, a disgusting odor a hundred times more powerful than a trash truck in summer attacked us. Then, things went from bad to worse.

A body tumbled out of the safe.

“Holy cats!” I jumped back as my stomach turned a somersault.

A retching sound came from behind me. Evidently, Luke wasn’t reacting well to the horrific sight, either.

“Gabe, get Matt. And get someone to clean up after Luke. You two, don’t move.” Jeanette’s voice carried a commanding tone I’d not heard before. It worked, though, as the officer sprinted for the door.

Despite Jeanette’s order, I took a step toward the body. The victim was a white male, balding, and appeared to be in his sixties.

A medical syringe was sticking out of his neck.

Jeanette and I exchanged looks. No words needed to be said. Rushing Creek had another murder on its hands.
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Matt arrived on the scene and assumed control. First, he told Gabe to hurry up locating supplies to clean up Luke’s mess. Second, he pointed a finger at me.

“Allie, take Luke and go to interview room one. Wait for me there.” When I hesitated, he shouted at us to get moving.

Matt Roberson was many things, but he was not a yeller. I didn’t need to be told twice.

I settled Luke into a chair in the interview room and went to get him a glass of water. He was sweating. His pallor was the same green as the frogs I often saw at the edges of the Rushing Creek. My brother wasn’t prone to getting queasy. I chalked it up to his concussion symptoms mixed in with a healthy dose of shock.

Given the horrific sight of the dead body tumbling out of the safe onto the tile floor, his reaction could have been a lot worse. At least he didn’t pass out and bang his noggin again.

By the time I returned, the sweating had stopped but he still looked awful. I gave him the water and some napkins, then fixed him with my gaze.

“What?” He took a sip. “Is there something in my teeth?”

“No. I’m trying to decide if you look more like death warmed over or like something the cat dragged in.”

To his credit, Luke took my joke with grace. He smiled, but in a second it morphed into a scowl.

“Did we really see what I think we just saw?” He took a larger drink, this time swishing it around before he swallowed.

“Afraid so.” I wiped a bead of cold sweat from my brow. Even though I’d gotten involved with several murder investigations in recent years, the sight of a dead body still upset me.

It wasn’t simply a dead body. It was someone, a person, who’d had their life cut short. The thought made me want to cry. And made me angry. In my book, murder was never the answer. I said a silent prayer that I never got callous to the senseless loss of life.

“Any idea who it is?” Luke let out a long, ragged breath.

“Yeah. Newt Arbogast.”

“Yowza.” He shook his head. “Just last week, I asked him if he’d be interested in putting on a gun safety class for the Parks Department. And now . . . Wow.”

The deceased was one of the big wheels in Rushing Creek circles. As the owner of Rushing Creek Leatherworks and Taxidermy, he was proud to boast that his business had been serving customers from the same location for four decades. With that longevity, he held a lot of sway with the local chamber of commerce.

That wasn’t the only leadership position the man held. Or had held, at this point. He was also the president of The Knobstone Rifle and Pistol Club. To nobody’s surprise, he was a vocal defender of Second Amendment rights. It was a position that had made him a lot of friends over the years.

And a few enemies.

“I think wow is the perfect word, bro.”

With cup in hand, Luke got to his feet. “I’m going to clean myself up. See ya in a few.”

Once I was alone, I closed my eyes and took deep cleansing breaths. I might freak out later, but I wanted to keep my head calm and clear in case Matt had questions for me. I had a hard time imagining why, though. My brother and I had simply been victims of rotten timing. It could have just as easily been someone else who ran into the safe and had to visit the station this morning.

No such luck for us.

A knock at the door brought me out of my meditative state. It was Matt.

“You okay?” He left the door ajar behind him.

“Better than Luke, obviously. So much for being an innocent bystander.”

“You do have a knack for getting mixed up in these situations.” He took a seat across the table from me. “When the judge asked me this morning why I needed the safe opened, I told him about the smell, our inability to find an owner, and my concern that it might contain contraband. I mean, nobody in their right mind would leave an expensive gun safe like that in the middle of the road.”

“You weren’t wrong. I guess it’s good the judge went along with it.”

“But I never, not in a million years, thought we’d find a body in there.” He rubbed his eyes. “What a messed-up world we live in.”

Luke reentered the room. His skin tone had returned to a semblance of normal. His gait was unsteady, though. The last twelve hours or so had taken a toll on him.

“Since you’re both here, I have a few questions.” Matt took a notebook from his breast pocket.

“Seriously, man? I already gave you my statement. The only reason I was in that room—we were in that room—was because Jeanette asked us. How in the world could we have anything relevant to tell you?”

“I’m not accusing you of anything, Luke. But I’ve never come across a dead body stored inside a piece of equipment in my evidence room. So, the quicker you cooperate, the quicker you both are out of here. And for what it’s worth, this isn’t on you. Once you ID’d the safe, Jeanette was supposed to escort you out of there. So . . .”

When Luke let out a huff, I put my hand on his arm. Matt was right.

“Ask us anything, Chief.”

Twenty minutes later, we were on our way. We had answered Matt’s questions to the best of our abilities. In all honesty, there hadn’t been much to tell. When he finished, Matt thanked us for our cooperation while reminding Luke to contact the station if he remembered anything new from the night before.

When we got back to Luke’s house, I had him lay on the couch with an ice pack on his forehead. He insisted he was fine and didn’t need me hovering over him like our mom. I ignored his entreaties to go home.

It wasn’t the head injury that made me want to stay. It was the sum total of the recent events. Something told me to stick around for a few hours in case he got sick again or got hit with an anxiety attack. It was midmorning. If he was okay when the clock struck noon, I’d get going.

While he rested, I responded to work emails.

And thought about poor Newt Arbogast.

Since I wasn’t into taxidermy or guns, our paths hadn’t crossed often. When they did, he’d always been nice enough. The previous August, when I’d asked him for a donation to support the town’s 9/11 Memorial Observance, he’d said yes without a moment’s hesitation. Then, in December, I’d visited his shop to ask him to make a custom leather pouch that my boyfriend Brent could store his RPG gaming dice in. Newt had come up with a stunning design that left Brent speechless.

He’d been a decent guy. Quite the charmer. And yet somebody had wanted him dead. How had the world gotten so cold?

When Luke woke up a little after noon, I fixed him a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and admonished him to take it easy for the rest of the day. Only when he promised to behave did I take my leave.

Ursi made every effort to give me the cold shoulder when I got home. Anticipating her frosty welcome, I went straight to the kitty treats and gave her a handful.

“Sorry I’m home so late. Uncle Luke and I ran into some unexpected developments. Please forgive me.”

She gobbled up my peace offering in seconds, then weaved herself through my legs. While her fur barely contacted my jeans, it was enough to let me know I was forgiven. Of course, the frosty temperature outdoors had made things a touch chilly in the apartment, so she was probably looking for a way to absorb my body heat, too.

Such was life with my cat. I lived to serve while she lived to accept my service.

I plopped down on the couch and a wave of exhaustion flattened me like a steamroller on new pavement. Since Luke’s call, I’d been running on adrenaline. The supply had run out.

Normally, I wasn’t a big nap person. Today, an exception was in order. I kicked off my shoes and lay down. When Ursi snuggled up against my tummy, I put an arm around her. In seconds, I was asleep.

What seemed like mere seconds later, I was yanked from a dreamless
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