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Bitter Truth

A Green Dory Inn Mystery, Book 3




Attempted murder. A hostile rescuer.
And an amateur sleuth’s vow to catch the attacker before he strikes again.

Against all odds, Landon Smith and her ordinary-hero neighbour Bobby Hawke survived a murderous plot six weeks ago. Now, she’s determined to leave solving mysteries to the experts—like handsome local police officer Dylan Tremblay.

But when a friend is nearly killed in a daring daylight attack, Landon can’t sit this out. Not when she knows the anger of being a victim.

Her faith tells her to leave room for God’s vengeance. Her heart says to retaliate.

The fight to expose Ciara’s enemy will uncover secrets and betrayal that could cost Landon her life.

[image: Dory ebook interior 2 72dpi]








Note to Readers




Lunenburg, Nova Scotia, is a real town—a UNESCO World Heritage site. The Green Dory Inn and most other places mentioned in this novel are products of my imagination and in no way intended to represent real locations.

Thank you to the kind folks at The Ovens Park for permitting me to set some of the action there. This is a novel, and what happens at the park is pure fiction. The Ovens is a wonderful, safe family campground, and if you’re ever in the area, do visit to walk the trails and see the sea caves.

South Shore Regional Hospital and Fisherman’s Memorial Hospital are also real places. If you’ve been inside South Shore Regional, you’ll know that I’ve redecorated to suit myself.

I have also taken creative licence with the geography of the inn by elevating that part of the coastline to allow for the sea tunnel beneath it. One of the perks of writing fiction is being able to adjust the facts as needed, for the purposes of the story.

Also, for my non-Canadian readers, please note I’m using Canadian spellings in this book. You’ll see words like colour, neighbour, licence, and travelling, and they’re not typos. You’ll also see some hyphenated words like mid-fifties and mid-size. That said, and despite the many eyes that have checked the manuscript, I can’t guarantee perfection. But I’ve done my best!








Dedication




This novel isn’t about current events but it was birthed in a very difficult season. In view of that, I offer the following dedication:







To all those who lived through the years 2020 and 2021.

And in memory of those who didn’t make it.

With gratitude to the God who carries us.








Meet the Key Characters




Anna Young: owner of the Green Dory Inn

Bobby Hawke: Anna’s neighbour

Ciara Williams: Landon’s friend

Dylan Tremblay: local police constable

Kenjiro (Ken) and Kimi Sanu: Ciara’s former boss and his wife

Landon Smith: Anna’s friend

Meaghan Lohnes: Anna’s part-time housekeeper

Orran Ashwell: Ciara’s old friend and mentor

Phil Kirkwood: Ciara’s stepfather

Roy Hawke: Bobby’s grandfather, Anna’s neighbour

Shaun Riggs: travelling motorcyclist

Tait Hansen: Orran’s business partner

Whitney Kirkwood: Ciara’s mother

Zander Luca:Landon’s counsellor and mentor








CHAPTER 1







Thursday







“WHAT IF I can’t do this?” Landon Smith twisted her fingers together in her lap until they hurt.

“Don’t let one toxic prof get inside your head.” Bobby Hawke looped the Corvette around another curve in the narrow coastal road. “She’s behind you now. Transferring to Halifax means a fresh start.”

“I ran away.”

“You made a strategic decision to regroup.”

Landon snapped her stretchy bead bracelet against her wrist. How could she explain her mounting anxiety when she didn’t understand it herself? She’d survived day one on her new campus. Next stop was a South Shore, Nova Scotia beach walk to unwind. Zero stress.

Except the drive from the city had given her time to think about the mountain of readings and the visible cliques among the other undergrads.

“Twenty-four isn’t that much older, but I feel like…” The hypnotic unfolding of the faded pavement drew her gaze. The throaty power of the convertible’s engine had them skimming the shore like a white seabird. “I feel like a trade-in car with dull paint and flat tires. What if I can’t keep up?”

The rays sparkling off the Atlantic Ocean dazzled her vision and churned the nameless dread in her gut, compounding the slipstream effect from the open roof. She ground her molars against a rising tide of heat. Spewing in Bobby’s Corvette was not an option.

Bobby slapped the vent control, and cool air blasted her cheeks. The car slowed. “Need me to pull over?”

Eyes closed, she inhaled deeply. The searing sensation ebbed, leaving a manageable queasiness. She gulped. “I’m good now.”

He eased back up to the speed limit. “You were getting kind of green around the gills.”

An oncoming police car chirped its siren once before whipping past.

Landon twisted to peer after it. “Was that Dylan?”

Bobby slowed again and jostled them onto the gravel shoulder, tires crunching to a stop. “Whoever it was just got a call. They’re coming back.”

Red and blue lights flashed, and the white cruiser paused alongside, its passenger window lowering. Constable Dylan Tremblay acknowledged them both with a nod. “There’s a pull-off around the next bend. Follow me.”

He cut the roof lights and drove on.

“Wonder what’s up.” Bobby signalled and eased the Corvette back onto the pavement.

Landon’s heart flipped. “Something’s happened at the inn.”

With the trouble at the Green Dory Inn this summer, Dylan had been the responding officer so many times that he and Landon had become friends. When she decided to extend her stay in Lunenburg, he’d adopted a protective big-brother role. Not that he or Bobby had more than five years on her.

She focused on the cool air streaming from the dash vent, but her nerves coiled tighter and tighter until she could barely breathe. As soon as Bobby cut left onto a grassy area and stopped beside the police car, she ran after Dylan toward the lone picnic table.

“Dylan, what’s wrong?”

He chose the bench with his back to the Atlantic. Behind him, the land fell away to where short, choppy waves sparkled like a net full of diamonds. The playful light contrasted with his unsmiling expression.

“Sorry about the theatrics. This needs more than a roadside chat. Anna thought I might catch you at the beach, and I was backtracking from there when we met.”

Landon’s breath caught again.

As if he’d sensed her fear, Dylan’s lean features twisted into a wry smile. “She’s fine, and she didn’t want to call you.”

Despite his reassurance, Landon’s knees wobbled as she dropped onto the sun-warmed wooden bench opposite him. The way the sea air swirled, she had to tuck her skirt beneath her thighs to stop the loose fabric from billowing.

Bobby settled beside her, close enough to support, but not to crowd.

Dylan’s dark eyes shifted between them, then focused on her. “Gord Lohnes was to be in Bridgewater today for a court hearing.”

Not the inn after all. But Dylan’s serious posture, his urgency to find them… Landon’s skin pebbled despite the sun’s heat. “Don’t tell us he escaped.”

“There’s no easy way to say this.” Brows crowding together, Dylan leaned on his forearms, fingers laced. “Gord was shot in the courthouse parking lot. He didn’t make it.”

“But⁠—” Words flooded her mind, too many to channel into questions. She stared at the tabletop’s wide grey planks until they slid out of focus. “It’s finished, then. His case has been escalated to the Highest Court.” No appeals, no mistrials. No dragging victims through their pain again in front of the judge.

Dylan cleared his throat. “The shooter deprived the living of the chance to see justice done.”

“Dylan, the man tried to kill us. You want me to be sorry he’s gone?” Remembered fear shook her breath.

Bobby shifted, the movement flexing the board beneath them. “You said ‘the shooter’—the person got away? Or you’re not revealing a name yet?”

“Gone. The investigators are working on it.”

“Good luck.” Bobby propped an elbow on the table. “I guess his old gang decided he was a liability.”

“That’s the most likely explanation. We’ll be following up on local leads as well.”

Gord—shot. So final. And while Landon might approve, Anna was probably crying.

In her mid-fifties, Anna Young had run the Green Dory Inn alone since her husband’s death. He’d been the first casualty in Gord’s plot to acquire the inn property. Anna had believed Gord was a caring friend until he tried to murder her six weeks ago.

Landon flattened her palms on the weather-beaten tabletop. “I have to get back to the inn.”

Before she could rise, Dylan gave a quick headshake. “One more thing. As a formality, would you each make a list of who would have seen you in Halifax today from about ten on?”

“What?” From Anna’s need to this abrupt request—Landon winced at the mental whiplash.

Bobby’s frown matched the orange cartoon llama’s on his faded tee shirt. “We do have motive.”

She’d seen the protective fire in his eyes when Gord threatened to shoot her. But heroes didn’t take revenge. Even geeky writers like Bobby who couldn’t see that the word hero applied to them.

Dylan stood. “We have to cover all the angles. We’ll need to verify your whereabouts and Anna’s. Another officer will come by for that. But as a friend, I didn’t want you to be blindsided about Gord.”

As Landon and Bobby stepped away from the table, Dylan seemed to measure the distance between them.

“So are you two a couple now?”

Bobby’s laugh sounded uncomfortable. “I just drive the getaway car.”

A hint of pink flared under his beard stubble. With her resemblance to the poisonous girl in his past, he’d never want to date her even if he wasn’t in a long-distance relationship with someone from home. “I keep telling you, you need to bring Jessie here for a visit so everyone will know you’re taken.”

His cheeks darkened. “Anna needs you. Let’s go.”

~~~

As the Corvette retraced the road’s curves toward the inn, the wind in Landon’s hair pulled and tugged, its turbulence matching her thoughts. She scooped blond tendrils from her cheeks and caught the tousled mass into a one-handed ponytail, twisting it into a rope.

How much more could Anna take? And she’d be so concerned for⁠—

Landon slapped a hand to her mouth. “Meaghan.” Anna’s housekeeper, Meaghan, was Gord’s daughter.

Bobby’s fingers tapped the wheel. “Yeah, I was thinking about her. This’ll be rough.”

They crested a hill, and the Green Dory Inn’s rope-edged sign marked the driveway on the left. At the top of a grassy slope, the grey two-storey inn stood well back from the road. Between the twin Cape Cod style dormer windows, an extended dormer jutted over the bright yellow door.

In the small lot, Bobby stopped beside the slate path to the rear entrance. “Anna would rather see you alone. I’ll pass the news to Gramp.”

“If he doesn’t already know. He doesn’t miss much.” Landon clicked open her seat belt. “Thanks again for driving me. I owe you an ice cream.”

A quick grin eased his serious expression. He gave a double thumbs-up. “I’ll collect on it.”

As she stood from the ground-hugging seat, the screen door banged, and rapid footsteps crossed the wooden deck behind the inn. Anna hurried along the path, plaid shirttail flapping, one arm outstretched as if to stop Bobby from leaving. “Did Dylan find you?”

“He did.” Landon closed the distance between them.

Anna clung to her, then retreated, knuckling moisture from the corner of one eye. “Bobby, come and join us. I need to talk this through.”

Slump-shouldered, she led them onto the deck and waved them into the padded wicker chairs at the table. “I’ll be right back.”

The past month’s slower pace had given Anna time to recover from the mental trauma Gord had put her through. But perhaps the biggest difference came as her body rid itself of the low-level lead poisoning he’d added to her shampoo. Although she still wasn’t wholly herself, the tiredness and the emotional fragility were mostly gone. Now the shock of his death could trigger a relapse.

The door opened, and Anna carried a tray of glasses and golden, sugar-topped cookies to the smoked-glass tabletop.

Bobby whistled. “Homemade gingersnaps. I’m glad I stayed.”

Anna sank into her chair like a spent helium balloon. Her broad, generous features lost even the pretense of a smile. “We do need to talk about what happened but first, how did your classes go?”

The reminder stirred a fresh ripple of fear, but Anna didn’t need anything else to brood over. “Both profs have high expectations, but they seem fair.” As long as neither tried to use their power to squeeze the students into their own image. Landon’s fingers closed around a cool water glass. “It helped to know Bobby was writing in the library in case I needed to bail.”

He lifted his half-eaten cookie in salute. “You can thank me in your graduation speech.”

Anna nudged the tray nearer to him. “Bobby, I haven’t seen you or Roy since you came home. How was your road trip?”

“Gramp won’t admit it, but the drive was tough on his leg. Good thing he flew out in the first place.”

After Anna’s neighbour Roy fell off a ladder in the spring, Bobby had come for an extended stay. With Roy mobile again, the two had set off for Ontario to visit his son and daughter-in-law, Bobby’s parents.

Roy had been itching for a chance to drive Bobby’s Corvette on the highway. Grinning, Landon pictured the mischievous old man behind the wheel. “So did he get a speeding ticket anywhere?”

“Nah, we took his truck. Even he can’t make that thing fly. I had some things I wanted from my apartment.”

Anna rested her arms on the table’s wicker rim. “So you’re staying longer? I thought with Roy mobile again we’d lose you.”

“He said he’ll put up with me for the winter. Provided I keep cooking.”

From the few meals Landon and Anna had shared at Roy’s place this summer, the joke held a kernel of truth.

Bobby stretched back in his chair, reaching overhead and dropping his clasped hands on top of his head, mashing his hair out like straw. “I like it here, and the writing flows well. Assuming you two don’t find another mystery.”

Anna palmed her chin-length bob away from her jawline. Released, it fell into the same lines, silver strands glinting among the brown. “We’ll leave the mysteries to the police. But we do need to talk about poor Gord.” She blinked back tears. “What did Dylan tell you?”

“That he’d been shot outside the courthouse.” Bobby tilted his glass to catch the last of his water. “And that, although it’s likely an outside job, they want an account of our whereabouts.”

A wan smile tipped Anna’s lips. “Motive-wise, we’re all possible suspects: the three of us plus Hart, Meaghan, Elva, and Nigel.”

Gord had coerced his daughter, Meaghan, and her boyfriend, Hart, into his plot. And he would have killed Anna’s neighbour Elva if the ever-watchful Nigel Foley hadn’t rescued her.

Landon gazed out over the short grassy lawn to the mixed forest behind the inn. Hart had skulked through the trees and fired paintballs at cars in the inn’s parking lot, but that didn’t mean he could hit a human target. Plus, he and Meaghan had avoided arrest by giving evidence against Gord. Shooting him now would lead to prison.

Watching the trees’ gentle sway, she drew a deep breath of fresh country air. “I hope Nigel didn’t do this.”

Bobby laughed. “Now you’re really reaching.”

“You didn’t see him the morning after the fire.” The tang of smoke had clung to the man after he’d dragged Elva from the blaze meant to kill her. Nigel had sat at the inn’s kitchen table, burned hands wrapped in bandages. Avenging fury in his face. Warning Dylan to find the culprit before he did. She shivered. “If he’d known Gord set it—if Elva had died—I think maybe Nigel could have killed him.”

Behind the gunmetal-framed glasses, Bobby’s blue-grey eyes widened. “Soft-spoken, metal-detector-toting Nigel, whose main goal is preventing the alien invasion?”

“Nigel, the protector of woodland creatures and wounded humans.” She locked his gaze.

“I guess. But Elva lived and Gord was arrested. There’s no need for vengeance.”

Cold gelled in her chest. “Gord’s death means she won’t have to testify about their shared past.”

“He couldn’t!” Anna’s vigorous head shake refused to allow the possibility.

“Somebody did, though.” Landon placed a gentle hand on Anna’s arm. “Gord is dead. Did Dylan give you any details?”

“He was being escorted from the transport van to the courthouse when glass shattered in the parking lot and car alarms started going off. Everyone turned to look. The deputy sheriffs kept hold of Gord so he couldn’t run, but Dylan said all the shooter needed was a clear line of sight. Because they turned, the bullet impacted the back of his head.”

Anna’s clinical words came out heavy. She swiped at her eyes. “The court’s in a quiet part of town, and the killer got away unseen. They found his sniper rifle, but Dylan didn’t expect there’d be any prints.”

It sounded like an execution. Who would have the precision—and the hate—to kill one man without harming his guards? In an area where there would be civilians too?

Bobby chose another cookie from the plate. “Remember he was trying to get himself reinstated in that gang. The gun supports the theory of it being an outsider. There are plenty of hunting rifles in Lunenburg County. Why spring for a high-end assassin’s weapon?”

Half the tension drained from Anna’s posture. “The court dockets are posted online for anyone to see. They’d have plenty of time to send a killer.”

“Now you’re thinking like a writer.” But his expression stayed serious, and he made no attempt at his chin-stroking supervillain pose.

Landon waited. “What is it?”

“Remember in the barn? I told him he wouldn’t see it coming.” Bobby pushed his chair away from the table. “On that sunny note, I should go see if Gramp knows yet.”

“He reaped what he sowed.” As sad as this was for Gord’s daughter and Anna, Landon couldn’t regret his death. But Bridgewater, where he’d been gunned down, was less than half an hour from Lunenburg. If the gang considered Gord a risk, they might come after Meaghan and her boyfriend too.








CHAPTER 2







Friday







“I FEEL LIKE we’re intruding.” Landon balanced the plate of tea biscuits in one hand and opened the apartment building’s smudged glass entryway for Anna, who’d insisted on carrying the heavy stew pot.

“We won’t stay if she doesn’t want us. But she needs to know we care.”

Anna was puffing by the time they reached the third floor.

Meaghan let them in, reaching for the pot. “Here, let me take that.”

Landon followed her into the galley-style kitchen and set the biscuits on a scarred but spotless grey countertop before rejoining Anna at the door.

“Thank you. The stew smells good. Would you like to sit down?” A halo of frizzy red hair accented Meaghan’s pale skin. Above the thin line of her mouth, her blue eyes revealed her need.

“If we’re not in the way.” Anna folded her into a hug. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

Meaghan rested her cheek on Anna’s shoulder as if drawing strength to go on. Then she gestured toward the living room where a faded brown couch faced a wall-mounted big-screen television. A matching chair sat near the window.

Once Landon and Anna settled onto the couch, Meaghan angled the chair toward them and curled up in its depths. “I’ve spent all morning making arrangements for Dad. It’s been a hard twenty-four hours.”

Anna unfolded a piece of paper from her purse. “I brought a list of the steps I went through for Murdoch. The funeral director will have given you the basics, but there are a few other things I wish I’d known.”

“Thank you. Especially⁠—” Trembling lips pressing tight, Meaghan reached for the page.

Especially when her father killed Anna’s husband and caused Anna to learn all this. The unspoken truth thickened the silence.

Anna flapped her hand side to side as if to clear the air. “This is a terrible situation, but even small things help.”

The first sign of tears glimmered on Meaghan’s lashes. “You’re very kind. Both of you.”

Landon flattened her palm against the couch’s nubby weave. The last time she’d been in this room, she and Bobby had come to confront Meaghan about poisoning Anna. Gord had been controlling his daughter, and later Meaghan had done everything she could to help build the case against him.

Despite the awkwardness, Anna had convinced her to keep working at the inn. Now Meaghan’s hours had reduced to accommodate a community college program. That should be a safe subject switch. “What do you think of your courses so far?”

“The first day and a half were great. Then Dad had to get himself killed.” Meaghan pulled her denim-clad legs up to her chest, locking them with her arms. “He is not going to ruin this for me. He cost me the rest of this week, but I’ll be in class on Monday and back at the inn tomorrow.”

“See how you feel in the morning,” Anna said. “We can cover for you if we need to, but I know sometimes it helps to be busy.”

Did Meaghan even know she was grieving, or was she still too angry with the shock?

Between her crime-syndicate father and bad-attitude boyfriend, the girl needed a positive note in her life. No wonder she’d gone behind their backs to return to school. Gord couldn’t stop her now, and for all his mouth, Hart wasn’t the dominating type Gord had led them to believe. Hart might not be terribly supportive, though. “Is there anything we can do?”

“It’s set. Cremation. No ceremony. He didn’t have life insurance, and we’re not going into debt for him. Besides, who’d come?”

“People who care for you, Meaghan.” Anna slid forward, dipping the couch cushions. “To be what comfort we can.”

“That’s a small crowd these days. Most are talking about a ‘gang-style slaying’ and wondering if Hart and I are next.”

Landon had been concerned about the same thing. “Did the police say you might be in danger?”

“We shouldn’t be. He didn’t drag us into anything until he moved back here when the syndicate kicked him out.” Leaning an elbow on the armrest, Meaghan kept her feet on the seat and angled her knees to the side. “It might not have anything to do with his criminal ties. It could have been someone from around here.”

“But—”

“He didn’t say anything about the gang before.” Ignoring Anna’s protest, Meaghan drew her thick braid over her shoulder. “Why would they worry now? It’s not like he could save enough jail time to make a difference. There’s motive here in the community after what he did.”

Motive aside, the method seemed more like organized crime. The police were taking the local angle seriously, though. They’d collected Landon’s and Anna’s statements this morning. Meaghan and Hart would have had to account for their whereabouts as well.

Anna stood, smoothing the button front of her pale mint blouse. “We have a check-in later this afternoon. Meaghan, the investigators will find this person, whoever it is, and the closure will help. For now, take things slowly and remember you do have friends. You’ll get through this.”

Meaghan fixed Landon with a steady blue gaze. “If it’s someone local, will you find them?”

Already on her feet, Landon retreated half a step. “The police are on it.”

“How hard are they going to work? The shooter saved the justice system a ton of money for court and prison.”

Anna rested a palm on Meaghan’s shoulder. “Our Lunenburg officers are thorough, and they care. They’re already working with the Bridgewater detachment, and I’m sure they’ll bring in any outside help they need.”

“Please?” Meaghan kept her focus on Landon. “If you’d waited for them to clue in about Anna, you’d both be dead.”

The words drilled cold into Landon’s chest, the vibration raising memories of terror. Helping Anna almost cost her life. Even so, Anna nearly died. This September was about a restart. Safe. Predictable. School and friends. No mysteries. No more danger.

Landon raised shaky hands and retreated toward the door. “I can’t.”

~~~

“I hope I won’t be too long.” Landon ducked her head into Anna’s sitting room at the rear of the inn.

Feet up in one of the teal recliners, mug of tea in easy reach on a side table, Anna looked up from her paperback. “Take as much time as Ciara needs. I’ll be here in case the guests want anything when they return.”

With a busy weekend ahead, a quiet evening would do them both good. Crossing homework off the list would help too. Instead, Landon followed the hardwood-floored hallway to the back door and let herself out onto the deck.

Timkin, Anna’s black and white cat, rose yawning from a corner and bounded down the steps to the grass. There was no sign of the marmalade stray they called Mister.

Ciara drove a new-looking powder-blue VW Bug. A flurry of shrill barks burst through the open windows as Landon approached.

“Hey, Moxie.” Her friend’s amber and white Chihuahua always amused her. Ciara couldn’t have chosen a more perfect canine match.

Ciara flashed a hot-pink smile. “Thanks for coming. It wasn’t much notice, but it’s not like there’s a lot to do on a Friday night in the sticks.” As soon as Landon’s seat belt clicked, Ciara whipped the little car around and zipped down the driveway. “You’ll like Orran.”

More to the point, she’d be moral support as Ciara reconnected with this reclusive family friend. Not that Ciara would admit any such need. “Who is he, anyway?” The urgent texts before supper hadn’t said.

“He was my tutor, maybe a mentor. Until he started travelling more.”

“But you were always on the honour roll.”

“Later I was.” Ciara’s pearly nails tapped the steering wheel. “Mom married Phil and moved us here when I was eleven. I had a hard time with all the changes.”

“Good thing they recognized it and hired a tutor.”

Ciara snorted, loud and harsh, earning a startled yip from Moxie in the back. “All they did was lecture.” Colour tinged her cheeks. “I cheated on a test. Phil got all cold and disapproving, and I ran away. I fell down a bank in the woods. Orran found me.”

A prickling started at Landon’s hairline. The last young girl she’d heard of meeting a man in the woods… Was tonight a visit to reconnect—or to confront? “Did he hurt you?”

“Of course not!”

Landon breathed an inward sigh. How sheltered had Ciara’s childhood been for stranger danger to be a shock?

“He took me to his place and cleaned me up and listened to me cry. Fed me peanut butter and jelly and convinced me I couldn’t live in the woods with the spiders and bears. Then he said that first, faking wouldn’t impress anyone so don’t cheat, and second, I could learn math and he could help.”

“So he’s a teacher?”

“A security consultant. With a work ethic that wouldn’t let me quit.”

They’d skirted the main part of town, and now Ciara navigated through a cluster of well-kept bungalows on treed lots. “This is where we lived then, before Phil’s firm made him a partner.”

A series of turns brought them out of the subdivision and onto another two-lane rural road. Minutes later, the Volkswagen was jostling along a narrow dirt lane through the woods.

The plastic orange bobbly flower on the Bug’s dash rocked like a sapling in a gale. Ciara slowed even further to splash through a puddle. “Orran needs to invest in some road repair.”

She pointed to the cutaway bank an arm’s length from her side of the car. “This is about where I fell. It’s so deserted I stayed there in a lump, crying, until Orran found me on his way home from town.” She sniffed. “He was so mad at first. Scared, I think, because he could have run me over. Then he saw the blood on my hands and knees and stopped yelling.”

The way wound through more trees, mostly evergreens, then opened into a wide grassy clearing with a single dwelling in the middle. The lane continued as two dirt tracks leading to a detached garage.

“This whole road is his driveway?” Landon let out a low whistle. She’d go nuts this far from human contact.

“He has an ATV to get out in the winter. Snowmobile, if it’s really bad.”

A dark SUV occupied the space in front of the garage. Ciara parked beside it. She unclipped Moxie’s harness from his doggy booster seat, cooing about what a good boy he was, and led Landon toward the house.

Wide chestnut-stained shingles on the front gave the impression of an ancient, rough-barked tree—as if the single-storey building had grown from the ground, part of the surrounding forest. A wooden railing ran the length of the front, marking the edge of a low deck. A solitary Adirondack chair in deep hunter green matched the front door. They stepped up onto the deck, and Ciara poked the doorbell. In her arms, Moxie darted his head this way and that, pink tongue lolling.

The man who answered the door couldn’t be Orran. With short brown hair and a compact build that suited his form-hugging tee shirt, he wasn’t much older than they were.

Instead of sliding into flirty mode, Ciara hiked Moxie higher in her arms. The tiny dog yipped. “Where’s Orran?”

The guy matched her pose. “Ciara Williams, I presume? Nice to meet you. Tait Hansen, Orran’s partner. Care to introduce your friend?” He tipped an eyebrow at Landon, dry amusement twitching at the edges of his mouth.

Landon kept a neutral expression. Baiting Ciara wasn’t kind. Or wise. “I’m Landon Smith.”

“Charmed.”

Ciara huffed. “Partner?”

He let the pause linger, then shook his head like a kid who knew he’d pushed the teacher’s patience far enough. “Business partner. What did you think? Dude’s twice my age.” His chin dipped as he gave Ciara a slow once-over. “Besides, I’m a ladies’ man.”

“Really.” One thin eyebrow slid upward. “Then why⁠—”

“Why am I here? Orr’s having a rough day. We had projects to talk over, and it was easier for me to come to him. Plus, I wanted to meet this chapter of his past.” He stepped away from the door. “Please, come in.”

Spine erect, Ciara marched past him, her heels clicking a sharp staccato against the ceramic tiles in the entrance.

Landon followed, uncomfortably aware of Tait behind her.

An arched opening to the right gave onto a spacious living room. Natural light spilled in through large windows on the front and far side wall, and two cream leather loveseats formed a conversation-friendly vee on a claret accent rug.

A grey-haired man with a pencil-thin moustache sat at one end of the farther loveseat. Clutching the armrest, he started to rise, then seemed to think better of it. “Forgive me for not getting up.” He drew in a breathy rasp. “Welcome, both of you.”

“Orran, this is my friend Landon. And Moxie.” Ciara bounced the little dog in her arms.

As Landon settled beside Ciara on the opposite loveseat, Tait spoke from the doorway. “What can I get you? Coffee, tea? Wine?”

Once they made their choices, Ciara repositioned Moxie on her lap and crooked a finger under his sparkly collar. “Orran, are you sure you’re up for a visit? We can catch up another day.”

“I overexerted myself earlier and needed some oxygen, but I’ll be fine.” One hand swept the room. “What do you think?”

“I definitely don’t miss that awful carpet. Or the heavy old furniture.” She looked around. “It suits you. Understated and smooth. The landscape, is that your television too?”

Beyond admiring the blues and greens of the pond scene, Landon hadn’t paid much attention to the large wall-mounted display screen.

Orran’s fingertip traced one side of his narrow moustache. “You know me. I like my tech.”

Clinking glassware announced Tait’s return. He set a high-rimmed black lacquer tray on the coffee table, then took the seat beside Orran, stretching his legs to cross at the ankles. “Help yourselves.”

Ciara lifted a wineglass, the ruby liquid catching light from the windows. “It feels weird to have an adult drink here. I haven’t been in this room since I was fourteen. Before you took that long business trip.”

Orran fingered one of the buttons on his camel-coloured cardigan. “And yet another father figure let you down.”

Stretching an arm along the back of the loveseat, Tait flicked the back of Orran’s head. “What did you do, you old scoundrel?”

“I went away. And didn’t make contact when I returned.” Orran studied her over tented fingertips. “I owe you an apology, Ciara, and an explanation if you want it.”

The wine rippled in her glass as she set it on the tray. Both hands caressed her dog’s short hair. “I was taking too much of your time.”

“Not at all.” A wheeze cut short his laugh. “Helping you allowed me to throw your stepfather’s attitude back in his face. It also let this loner have a bit of parenting experience.” He picked up the other wineglass but didn’t drink. “You didn’t need tutoring that last year or so. I was trying to give you a portion of the attention you weren’t getting at home. But your parents thought a blossoming young woman shouldn’t be hanging out with an older man. So I let the trip build distance.”

Tait stirred. “That’s when we met.”

“You were much harder to teach.” Orran switched focus to Ciara. “I knew you could make it on your own. I’d heard you moved away, but when I saw you in town this week, it felt like time to reconnect.”

His index finger tapped his chest. “I could have decades left or days. It changes a person’s perspective on what’s important.”

Ciara’s fingertips fluttered on Moxie’s back. “Don’t say that. You’re still young.”

“Fifty-one isn’t old. Despite what certain people say.” He squinted at Tait. “But my lung condition changes the odds. Hence my bringing Tait into full partnership in the company.”

Tait smirked. “Someone has to keep an eye on you.”

“I’ve done fine on my own all these years.”

Landon sipped her cooling coffee. For all her initial discomfort with Tait’s attitude, he seemed fond of his partner. Ciara wasn’t the only one to look to Orran as a mentor.

Beside her, Ciara sniffed. “You’re a stereotypical bachelor. Remember when you were hurt and I tried to help? I practically had to ransack your kitchen to find anything.”

“You were a good little nurse. I lived.”

Tait hiked a brow. “I haven’t heard that story. How’d you get hurt?”

“I’ll tell you later. Spare the women the gory details.” He set his glass on the tray. “So can I assume you being here on the East Coast means things are working out with your parents?”

Ciara’s bitter laugh made Moxie yip. Eyes bulging, the Chihuahua planted his forelegs on her silky top, reaching to lick her face. She caressed his ears and eased him into a sitting position. “Sorry, little guy. No, I didn’t even tell them we’d left Vancouver until Moxie and I had moved into our place here. It’s temporary—just until I figure things out.”

Orran huffed. “They have more space than they know what to do with. Most parents in that situation would give you the chance to save up for a fresh start.”

“Phil keeps offering to rent me an apartment—in any major centre ‘because that’s where the better jobs are.’ He’d pay for me to go back to school too. Anything to get me out of town and away from my mother.”

The corners of Tait’s hazel eyes pinched. “Nice family. So you drove all the way across the country in that little car? Or did you ship it?”

“We drove.”

His lazy grin reappeared. “I’m impressed.”

“You should be.” Orran’s cough shook his shoulders, and he whipped a white linen handkerchief from his pocket and pressed it to his mouth. “This girl can do anything she puts her mind to. Ciara, while you’re here, don’t be a stranger.”

“I won’t.” Cuddling Moxie in her arms, she stood. “For now, I need to take this big boy home. You order Tait around until you feel better.”

Tait surged to his feet and snapped a mock salute. “Yes, ma’am.”

Outside, Ciara leashed the dog and walked him to the nearest tree before buckling him into his car seat. Tail wagging, he snuffled the sheepskin lining while Landon climbed into the front. One hand on the ignition, Ciara hesitated. She glanced back at the house before driving away. “He wasn’t this bad on Tuesday. I can’t find him just to lose him again.”

Landon held on as they jostled along the wooded lane. “If he overdid it today, you may see an improvement next time.”

“I hope. Hey, you had a busy week too, with classes starting. How’d that go?”

“A lot better than being in Toronto. But my first day was when Gord was shot—the man who tried to kill us in July.”

“Now you don’t have to worry about trials and stuff. I’ll bet that’s a relief.”

“Anna’s broken up about it. I don’t know how I feel.” Justice, yes, but murder… And Meaghan asking her to find the killer. The lane’s sheltering trees turned to brooding sentinels, closing in.

Landon focused on the dirt track in front of the car. Each turn of the wheels brought them closer to open air. The same way each step, each breath, would carry her through this stress.

The police would investigate. Landon’s job was to be Meaghan’s friend. No way was she stepping back into danger.








CHAPTER 3



Saturday



“DID MEAGHAN TEXT yet?” Landon set her tray with the guests’ dirty breakfast dishes beside the kitchen’s double sink.

If Gord’s killer had been sent by the crime syndicate, surely he wouldn’t linger in the area. Each passing day made Meaghan and her boyfriend seem less like targets.

Anna flicked a soap bubble from the purple-potted aloe vera plant on the windowsill. “She’ll be here in about an hour. She said she needs to be busy. I’m sure she could use the pay too.”

If Gord’s estate passed to Meaghan, life might get a bit easier. For now, his death was one more problem he added to his daughter’s life.

As Anna rinsed, Landon stacked plates and glasses into the dishwasher. “You won’t need me, then.”

“Going to finish your homework before Zander arrives?”

“Maybe.” She should hole up in her room and do just that.

Zander Luca was even more of a father figure to Landon than Orran had been to young Ciara. A former prison chaplain, he’d found a new calling in ministering to troubled youth in the Ontario justice system. Especially young offenders, runaways, and human trafficking survivors like Landon. Zander’s influence at the recovery centre, and Anna’s long-distance care, had led sixteen-year-old Landon to risk trusting Jesus with the shattered pieces of her life.

Risk. From this side of the decision, she knew it was the safest choice she could have ever made. But the moment of commitment had felt like stepping off a cliff and hoping for an invisible safety net.

Years of prayer, therapy, and counselling had brought her now to a place she thought of as “I’ve been healed, I am being healed, and I will be healed.” Here with Anna at the Green Dory Inn, she felt nurtured and could continue to grow. From his phone calls and texts, Zander wasn’t convinced. A few weeks after she’d told him she was staying for the school year, he booked an impromptu weekend vacation at the inn. Meeting Anna, the other spiritual rock in her life, would reassure him. As would the inn’s homey, restful atmosphere.

Even the kitchen, professional-grade in terms of food prep, invited friends to pull up a chair to the pine block farmhouse table. The vinyl flooring’s rose and grey flagstone pattern softened the stainless steel appliances. This room, the inn’s warm core, reflected Anna’s heart. Zander would approve of Landon staying here because he would approve of Anna.

Anna hung her apron in the pantry cupboard and retrieved her sunflower mug from the table. “Time for another cup of tea before Meaghan gets here. Want a refill?”

“No thanks. I need to get back to my readings, but I keep thinking about Meaghan and Gord. It was a terrible way to die, and I know she’s grieving. But I wish she hadn’t tried to drag me into the mystery.”

Anna left her mug on the counter and closed the distance between them. Giving Landon’s shoulders a gentle squeeze, she held eye contact. “That was the grief talking. Our last mystery was one too many. She’ll understand eventually.”

“I know. I just… don’t want to go there today.” Landon rested a little longer in the warmth of Anna’s gaze, then stepped back. “I owe Bobby an ice cream. Ready-made distraction if he’s free.”

Bobby responded to her text with a thumbs-up. That meant he wasn’t writing—whether by choice or because he was stuck again.

Or she’d woken him up. It took half an hour before the white Corvette arrived from next door, and when she settled in the passenger seat, his hair was still damp. “Late night?”

“Huh? No, I’ve been up for hours. New video game.”

“Well, at least I didn’t interrupt anything important.”

“I’ll have you know gaming is serious business. It simply can’t compete with ice cream.” He dropped the car into gear and cruised down the long driveway.

The two-lane road snaked along the coastline, small whitecaps tossing in the bay on their left. Landon snuggled deeper into the leather seat, glad Bobby had warned her to wear a sweatshirt. Despite the strong September sun, the wind had teeth—especially with the car top down. She brushed hair from her face and tucked it behind her ear. A few blond strands fluttered forward to dance in her vision. “Can we walk too? Speed therapy isn’t going to do it for me today.”

“I don’t know. Strolling the beach, ice cream in hand… Sounds like a recipe for happiness. Are you up for that?”

“You know you’re an idiot.”

“I do. Seriously, what’s going on?”

Telling him about Meaghan’s request brought the tension back, creeping along her muscles, tingling at the edge of her hairline. “I know she wasn’t trying to upset me. But I don’t even want to think about a mystery—about danger—ever again. I can’t find out who killed Gord. It’s unreasonable.” Her neck started to cramp, and she rubbed the spot at the base of her skull. “I have to get this out of my head before Zander gets here, or he won’t believe I’m safe to stay.”

Bobby nosed the car into a parking spot at the edge of the beach lot away from the other vehicles. “You’re an adult. He can’t make you leave.”

“No, but he went ballistic when he heard what Gord did to us in July.” He’d urged her to return to Toronto at once, but she’d chosen to stay at the inn and help Anna back to health.

The long beach grass between the parking lot and the shore bent in the breeze, green turned silver in the sunlight. They followed a path through the grass and stepped into dry, light-brown sand that filled Landon’s sandals. She slipped them off and hooked them with her index finger for the walk. After a few paces, Bobby was carrying his flip-flops too. Today, his shirt bore a black cartoon figure in a green skirt with a broom brush on its round helmet.

On a Saturday morning in September, Landon hadn’t expected to wait in line for ice cream. She’d been a little afraid the stand would be closed. But the chattering swarm of preteen girls ahead of them chose quickly and clustered around a nearby picnic table.

When she saw the mound of triple chocolate in Bobby’s cone, she was glad she’d ordered herself a small.

“Thanks for this. You’ve fuelled me for the day.” His expression twisted into an exaggerated scowl at the cone in her hand. “How can you eat that stuff?”

Grinning, she slurped the side of the scoop. The sharp licorice and sweet orange melded perfectly. “When I was little, the brightest ice cream won. Tiger’s the one I still like.”

The tide was going out, and as they neared the water, they hit firmer sand, cool beneath their feet. Bobby angled into the shallows until they reached his ankles, but Landon kept to the shore near the surf’s edge. Every so often, a rush of sea water would surge in and drench her toes.

The roar of incoming breakers made a soothing rhythm. Airborne gulls cried and
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