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      To the mystery reader. Thank you for your support! Happy reading!
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      A nagging suspicion that something wasn’t quite right hit me the second I awoke this morning. It didn’t help when my best friend, Skylar, texted on my drive in to work, mentioning that my aura was dark. She told me to be careful. Her unusual abilities weren’t anything to ignore, and yet everything in my life had been great up to this point. My distracted thoughts caused me to spill coffee all over my shirt, and I managed to mix up a wedding photography session and a senior session, which put me back an hour on both. Though my boss waved it off as a bad day, I couldn’t shake the feeling of impending doom.

      I massaged my hip and winced. There’d be a bruise, but it was all worth it. The tumble I took over the stool caught the kid’s attention, and I managed to snap the prized shot right before crashing to the floor. Not my finest hour, but I got the shot and hurried on to the next family. At least my preoccupation didn’t interfere with this last session. The mother’s satisfied grin stoked my spirit, even if the rosy-cheeked toddler stuck her tongue out at me and squealed, bounding out of the workshop. The apologetic mom scurried after her offspring, promising to return for the next birthday pictures.

      After picking up the overturned stool and double checking my camera was in working order, I tidied up the studio, turned off the lights, and walked back to my desk.

      The wall-mounted television that hung in the reception area to the left of our office space blared in the background while I plopped down into my rickety chair and spun around to face my boss.

      Dylan sipped her coffee between rounds of ripping open a stack of bills, which had tripled in growth over the last three days.

      Streaks of gray lined her curly bobbed hair as she looked over her red-rimmed glasses at the latest breaking news streaming across the TV screen.

      “It’s a shame. All those senseless deaths.” She pointed a teal green fingernail at the television. “I hope they find the scoundrels who sell those drugs. How someone can profit off of other’s addictions is beyond me.”

      Dylan sighed and shifted her attention back to the bills. She was a demanding boss, but a caring one.

      “I see you survived yet another tantrum.” She grinned, still intent on the computer.

      I waved a dismissive hand. “Nothing a little pain reliever won’t cure. The stool took the brunt of it. I wondered if there’d be one picture worth saving after all the feathers, bubbles, and dolls failed to win a smile. Then I stumbled over the barstool and snatched a few shots on my freefall. That child bubbled with laughter.”

      Dylan’s brow furrowed. She eyed me over the top of her laptop. Graying tufts of hair stuck out like she hadn’t showered in days. Kind of reminded me of Einstein’s unkempt appearance, but to her credit, she was usually a walking, talking portrait of middle-aged perfection. Witty but kind, she usually dressed with an artistic flare that would make Parisians envious.

      “Not the narcotic type, I hope,” she quipped with a sour expression.

      “Of course not,” I replied. “That’s only for off-work hours.”

      “Kaitlynn…” Her warning tone left me giggling. She paused and whisked off her reading glasses.

      “Stop.” I held up my hand and failed to snuff a grin. “I’m only joking. You know I wouldn’t touch the stuff. Only legal, non-addictive medicine for me. My mother would kill me.” I sighed and rocked back into the squeaky chair. “Anyway, how’s the conference shaping up? Are we a go?”

      Dylan frowned. She’d been consumed with making the symposium every bit as successful as she could, and that meant all-nighters for the last couple of days. Her daily four pots of coffee left her hands shaky and eyes bloodshot.

      “Yes, we’re a go, but I’m hoping you can help me with it.”

      Her voice inched up higher on the last few words like she was bracing for rejection, but for the life of me I couldn’t fathom why. My life consisted of work, Pop’s Diner for sustenance, and sleep. My skin tingled with anticipation.

      “Absolutely,” I blurted before thinking, earning a quizzical look from her. “But…” I paused and lowered my voice, “…what about Rex?”

      “You know him.” Dylan resumed her study of the bills. “I need someone dependable. He’s too…” She waved her hand, unable to find the words.

      “Self-absorbed? Egotistical? A jerk?” I tapped my index finger on the rickety armrest and gritted my teeth. That man vexed me so.

      “Now, Kaitlynn,” she propped her elbow on her desk and casting me a withering glare, “he’s a talented photographer. Rex has a lot going on. Stress brings out the worst in us all.”

      “If spending loads of cash stresses him out, then please, by all means, give me his trust fund. I’d at least offer it to charity where it would do some good.”

      The wheels of my chair screeched across the tiled floor when I got up to grab another mug of coffee and some acetaminophen for my aching head and hip. I poured out a half cup and prepped the machine for more. Somehow I doubted that Dylan would sleep before the conference considering she existed off the stuff.

      “What he does with his money is his business, Kaitlynn, and it’s none of ours. Rex is a whiz with the camera, and I’d advise you to learn from him.”

      I gave a mock salute. “Yes, ma’am.”

      Her scowl transformed into a teasing grin. “All jesting aside, would you be free for nine tomorrow morning?”

      Dylan’s brow creased as she looked back at the bills.

      “Is everything all right?” I asked. “Are you in some financial trouble?”

      “Oh no, dearie. The business is gangbusters thanks to the symposium. People from all over the states are coming, not just Portland. If this goes well, then we could increase our market potential tenfold. I don’t have to tell you what that would mean.”

      Dylan pushed her glasses up her slender nose. Her longing gaze drifted to a faded picture of the Swiss Alps on the message board positioned on the office wall between our desks.

      “No problem,” I said. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Dylan nodded, but kept her focus on the serene snowcapped mountain picture.

      I grabbed my purse and tiptoed out of the room, closing the door with a soft click, and stepped into the icy drizzle of a December Oregonian afternoon. Before long, I was zipping down the road in my car, past the bustling town square hemorrhaging with red bows, gaslit lanterns on every light post, and an explosion of garland on buildings and street posts alike.

      As I drove up my gravel driveway ten minutes later, the sun peeked out from behind the gray clouds. The charming Victorian cottage sat beneath a canopy of dogwoods and maple trees perfectly highlighted by the rays of sunshine. Painted a lovely Carolina blue, the home blossomed to life. The front porch boasted winter green garland and red bows I lovingly hung last weekend, but the real treasure leaned against my front door.

      I grinned at my other best friend standing on my stoop, tendrils of steam wafting above the casserole he held.

      “You lost, Max?” I beamed, but my tummy grumbled. I hadn’t eaten but a few chips since breakfast. I stepped up onto the porch and greedily grabbed the dish from his hands, inhaling the yummy aroma.

      “I figured you’d need some food. You never eat enough during the busy season. Although I’m positive your veins are flowing with caffeine.”

      “Do I detect a hint of annoyance, kind sir?” I winked. “But tell me truthfully. You’re here to admire the gorgeous garland again, right?”

      My grin grew wider at the memory of Max’s bellyaching last weekend.

      “You’ve filled your house with a forest. I still have sap on my fingers,” he grumbled, rubbing his palms.

      “Work okay?”

      I opened the front door. Max followed me inside and straight back to the kitchen, where I set the casserole dish on the counter.

      “It’s all right. I’ve got one assignment I’m working on.” He walked past me to the cabinet and picked out two wineglasses.

      I bent down and pulled out a bottle of wine from the wine fridge he’d bought me last Christmas and uncorked it.

      “Really? Do explain.” I raised a curious brow at him from across the kitchen peninsula. “Is it something heinous? Did someone toilet paper the mayor’s house again?” I poured the glasses half-full and carried them over to the kitchen table. “Tell me the local paper caught a dreadful pic of Danielle. I swear that lady thinks her poo doesn’t stink. Being married to the mayor doesn’t mean she’s allowed to look down on everyone with disdain. It’s bad enough the town foots the bill for her wardrobe. I can’t believe that passed the town board.”

      Danielle came from wealth, and that meant favors. Power was a funny thing. Her father had played a pivotal role in transforming Silverthorne from a tiny community of farmers to the burgeoning city it was becoming today. With that came certain perks, and his daughter grew up wanting for nothing. She zoomed around town in her candy-apple red Porsche with people hanging on her every word, catering to her every whim. Of course, the second she was out of earshot, they’d complain about her better-than-though attitude and even concoct plans to get back at her, but no one ever did. I suppose it made them feel better in the moment.

      “No, nothing like that.” Max took the tinfoil off the casserole.

      Broccoli delight? I clapped my hands and smacked my lips together.

      “Plates or bowls?” he asked with a lopsided grin.

      “Get the big bowls.” I rubbed my palms together in anticipation. “And the large spoons. I’m starving.”

      Max brought all of it over, and we sat down across from each other around the flimsy card table that doubled as a kitchen table.

      Our knees touched underneath it, and the utensils, bowls, glasses, and the bottle of wine barely fit around the casserole dish.

      Max’s rich laugh bounced off the walls. “I thought you said we’d eat at a proper dinner table next time.”

      “Yes, but the conference, holiday pics, and senior photos have kept me more than busy. I’m lucky to get home before midnight most nights. Speaking of which, how’d you know I’d be home early today, anyway?”

      I filled our bowls to the brim and shoved a spoonful into my watering mouth.

      “Dylan told me. I came in yesterday, and she told me how much you’d been working. It took a little convincing, but she agreed to let you off early.”

      “Oh, so that’s why, eh? It wouldn’t be because of the fudge you bribed her with?” I winked.

      “Not just any fudge. Peanut butter fudge.”

      “The nuclear option. I’m impressed, Detective.” I sipped some wine. “So, tell me. What’s this assignment? Anything serious?”

      “Let’s just say I’ve got it covered. You’ll find out soon.”

      “Need I worry?”

      A chill zinged down my spine, but I shook it off, guessing the heater was on the fritz again.

      Max cocked his head to the side. His wavy black hair fell onto his creased forehead. “Now why would you do a silly thing like that? I’m a big boy and can handle myself, thank you very much. You remember the last town scandal, right?”

      He giggled, waggling his eyebrows.

      “Do I ever. Principal Dale’s car still smells of lake water. What happened to those kids, anyway? Did you throw the book at them?”

      “Didn’t have to. The parents agreed they should work off the cost of repairs by pulling weeds around the high school, scraping gum off the undersides of desks, and cleaning floors, among other things. I bet they’ll never do it again. Have you ever been in the boy’s bathroom at the high school? Wouldn’t want to clean that.” Max chuckled and helped himself to seconds.

      “Yikes.” I scrunched my nose, imagining the foul stench of sweaty gym socks and old urine. “Okay, no more talk of boy’s bathrooms unless you wish to see the contents of my stomach. Although, I’m intrigued by your newest case you refuse to speak about. You’ve got to tell me something.”

      “Why would I do that?” He arched his eyebrows, but his eyes sparkled with mischief.

      “Because I’m your best friend, and that’s what best friends do. Besides, you never keep secrets from me.”

      He held his hands up in surrender. “Fair enough. I’ll call right after the arrest, which will be soon. And as I can see that you’re still worried, I’ve got help on this one. Detective Knight’s assisting me.”

      “I’m not worried,” I replied, and sipped more wine.

      Max grinned. “Nice try, but you’re not fooling anyone. Your forehead knits up between your brows whenever you fuss over something. It’s rather cute.”

      “I don’t fuss,” I argued, but he was right. I was a born worrier. “Tell me more about this Detective Knight. You’ve never mentioned him.”

      “That’s because he only started last month. He’s from Boston, I think. No, New York. Wait…” Max tapped his fork on the side of his bowl, “…somewhere up in the northeast.”

      I snickered. “You know him so well.”

      “Great deduction, Sherlock. As I’ve said he’s new.”

      “And the verdict?” I stuffed a spoonful of broccoli casserole into my mouth.

      “That’s for judges. I’m a detective, but from what I can tell he’s efficient, timely, and concise.”

      “He sounds colder than a corpse,” I teased.

      “He’s trying to prove himself. His father is a hotshot FBI agent in the northeast somewhere. He’ll come around. It just takes a little time and the town will thaw him out.”

      “That or they’ll send him packing.”

      “Shrewd as ever,” Max shot back. “Now eat up. Tomorrow’s an important day and you must sleep. No excuses. I’ll strap you down myself if I have to.”

      “You promise?” I grinned, which earned me one of Max’s rueful smiles. “But on a more serious note…” my smile faded and the nervous tingles erupted all over my body, “…you’ve got to go. If this symposium goes off as planned, then you’re looking at the next co-owner of Dylan’s Photography.”

      “That so?” Max leaned back and folded his muscular arms across his chest. “What about Rex? Have you finally talked with Dylan?”

      “No,” I murmured, fidgeting in my chair under the heat of his stare. “But I will. Once she sees me in action, and Rex shows up late— “

      “If at all,” interjected Max.

      “—then she’ll have to see I’m perfect for the job. Right?”

      My shoulders slumped beneath Max’s speculative gaze, and the surge of optimism faded.

      After a lingering moment, he replied, “Not unless you tell her, Katie.” He leaned forward and placed a warm hand over my clasped ones.

      “I will,” I mumbled and sat up straighter in my chair. “I will,” I said more forcefully and slipped out my hands from underneath his.

      “Be prepared either way.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Dylan likes Rex, even with all his antics. I’m just saying be ready if she tells you no. He is an incredible photographer. I can see why Dylan keeps him on.”

      A flush of heat burned my cheeks.

      “Well, why don’t you take him some dinner sometime?” I stood and nearly knocked over my folding chair. “I’m sure you’ll hit it off. Maybe he can be your buddy?”

      “Katie?” pleaded Max, half standing.

      I knew I was overreacting, but why was everybody giving Rex a break? What happened to hard work paying off? I swear that man bribed everyone with either a diamond bracelet or one of his dashing smiles. He had the whole town wrapped around his finger.

      I brushed off Max’s attempts to grab my hand.

      “I’m tired, and tomorrow’s a busy day. Please see yourself out.”

      The dishes clanked together as I forcefully stacked the plates and utensils and marched into the kitchen, not glancing back. Turning the faucet on, I squeezed a half bottle of dish soap into the sink and was elbow deep into suds before looking up. When the front door clicked shut, I let out the breath I’d been holding.

      I tidied up and dragged my aching bones into my bedroom, which was right off my kitchen. Once I’d checked my cameras for tomorrow, I changed and slid into bed, clicking off the beside lamp. I relaxed into the down comforter and stretched out my legs. As my eyelids grew heavy and the turmoil of the day ebbed away, I rolled onto my side and… froze.

      Underneath my hand, something hard rose and fell. My heart slammed inside my chest.

      I wasn’t alone.
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      My strangled scream ripped through the darkened room. I jumped out of bed, took two steps, and tumbled to the floor. The bed sheets acted like a vice around my ankles, but I scrambled forward on rug-burned knees. With zero visibility, I smacked my head on something hard. Tears filled my eyes, but I wrangled the linens away and shot to my feet. Hands flailing in front of me, I brushed against the doorframe and fumbled for the light switch. Flipping it on, I whirled around. Then I heard laughter.

      “What the…?” I squinted against the sudden illumination.

      A pair of glassy baby blues smiled back at me from my bed.

      “Good evening, Katherine. Care for a nightcap?”

      Rex lifted an unsteady hand, revealing a brown whiskey bottle. Some amber liquid sloshed out the top and dripped onto my white fitted sheet.

      “You have two seconds to explain how you got in here before I call the cops.”

      I stomped over and snatched the bottle away.

      Rex snorted in derision and flailed an arm about. “Ah, you’re no fun, kitty cat.”

      The room filled with alcohol fumes, so much so my eyes watered. I covered my nose with the back of my hand and bit down on my lower lip at the foul stench.

      “Two seconds are up. The cops it is.”

      I set the half-drunk whiskey by the lamp and grabbed my phone off the nightstand. I punched the first number when he slurred, “Stop.”

      My finger hovering over the ‘1’ I peered over at him. His head was propped up on my headboard and supported by a couple of sofa pillows. His usually tidy suit bore stains of a raucous night. The white collar was smeared with lipstick marks, and the rest of his button-down shirt sported drops of green, brown, and yellow.

      “Answer me. How’d you get in here?”

      “Please, like it’s a big secret. You hide a spare key under your mat.”

      My hand flew up to my mouth, and a hot flush whipped up my neck and shoulders. “Have you been spying on me?” I jabbed an accusatory finger at him.

      “Don’t flatter yourself.” Rex smirked. “Remember our last conference? I followed you home with all the boxes of camera equipment.”

      Crap.

      I’d lost my keys in the abyss known as my purse and used the spare instead.

      “That doesn’t give you the right to use it. When did you get here?”

      “About an hour ago. You murmur in your sleep,” he said and yawned.

      An hour?

      I glanced over at the alarm clock. Yep, I must have fallen asleep without realizing it.

      “Get out.”

      When he laughed and refused to move, I snatched the comforter and yanked, holding it close to my body.

      “Fine.” Rex sighed and drew himself up on wobbly legs. “But I’d hide that key in a different spot. No telling how many others know where you keep the spare. Sweet dreams, Katherine. And don’t worry, I called an Uber.”

      Rex swayed on his feet as he approached my bedroom door. Without looking back, he added, “Tomorrow’s the biggest day of your life. You’ll watch me steal the studio out from under your size eights. And the best part is I’ll relish in that fake smile on your pretty little face. Remember, sore losers get fired. Later.”

      I stood, hands balled into fists by my sides, as he stumbled out my bedroom and into the darkness of my living room. After the door clicked shut and the lights of his Uber faded through my windows, I stormed out and turned the deadbolt, latching the key chain for extra protection.

      A pounding headache brewed behind my eyes, and the vice-like grip of anger left me cold and clammy, leaning against my front door.

      [image: ]

      Although the Woodland Vineyards Inn & Resort hosted a few conferences each month, December was the slowest.

      I pulled up into the back of the parking lot and stifled a yawn.

      At least the weather had held out. While overcast, the sun shined through in spots, and a halo of light cast down upon the stone and wood facade of the three-story resort. The oval front drive was full of scurrying attendants with two lanes of vehicles waiting to park. Valets dashed between them and escorted patrons with their bags, always with a ready smile.

      The brisk walk between the cars and up the three steps of the inn brought a warmth to my skin even with the crisp fall air. Technically, it wasn’t winter. Yet. That was five days away. But it sure felt like it.

      Two large wooden doors opened into the marble-floored lobby. A few hundred people, luggage in tow, hovered in line at the check-in desk. Enormous flat screen TVs positioned around the lobby played the news. Our very own Mayor Harris’s bright smile lit up one of them and I stopped to watch a Portland reporter interview him. He’d teamed up with Portland’s mayor and created a task force to fight the increasing number of drug overdoses that plagued the city.

      That ought to get him some bonus points from Dylan and the constituents of Silverthorne. I expected his re-election was nearly a shoe-in.

      I tore my gaze away from the screen and zigzagged through the throng of people to the main conference hall. Over the past two-and-a-half years, I’d been to Woodland Vineyards at least once per month, but I remained awestruck by the place.

      From the bleached-marbled floors to the mahogany walls and ornate sconces, the young owner had spared no expense.

      Right outside the doors, four long rectangular tables stood side-by-side covered with crisp white linens. On top of the tables were multiple conference packets and plastic name tags for each participant. Some of the lobby crowd trickled over while I stepped into the vast hall where we’d be photographing for the day.

      Dylan was clear across the room, camera at the ready, already snapping preliminary pictures to check for lighting and such. After a quick wave, I skirted around the exhibition booths loaded with the latest gadgets to the other side furthest away from her. We’d agreed that Dylan, Rex, and I would each take a corner and meet in the middle, tackling the last area as a group. The backup plan, in the event Rex didn’t show, consisted of Dylan and I taking opposite sides and then working our way towards the center.

      A glance around the room showed a few folks readying their booths, but no sign of Rex.

      Most people smiled and gave an obligatory “hello” but left me alone to work.

      I took a deep breath and exhaled. Tension had built up on my neck and shoulders as I clicked furiously away, paying close attention to each backdrop and gadget.

      Rex sauntered in about an hour later, fashionable in a blue blazer, red pinstriped tie, khakis, and sleek black tasseled shoes. While it was a relief to have him there, hope faded to oblivion when I felt a tug on my white button-down shirt sleeve.

      “I’ve got to run back to the studio and upload these pictures. I want to get a head start on them. Do you think you’ll be okay since Rex is here?” Dylan chewed the inside of her cheek, her gaze darting around the room at the ever growing crowd.

      “Sure, no problem.” I smiled reassuringly, although my neck and shoulder muscles stung from tension knots. I gripped my camera and licked my dry lips. “Have you told him the plan for shooting? Or should I?”

      Beads of sweat formed upon her upper lip. “Uh, sure. Do you mind?” she asked, already backing away and striding towards the exit.

      “Okay,” I called out, but she didn’t acknowledge hearing me. “Great. I’ll just discuss it with Rex. Exactly what I needed today,” I mumbled.

      It took about fifteen minutes to find him again since he’d slipped off into the crowd. He was leaning against the side of a booth, beaming down at a blonde-haired, blue-eyed stunner wearing a tight-fitting black bodice and miniskirt to match. Four-inch black heels bedecked her petite feet, and her hair was swept up into a loose ponytail. She gazed up at him. A pouty grin played across her pink, full lips as she gave a breathless laugh and swatted his hand.

      I strode right up between the two. “Dylan’s gone to the studio,” I said without preamble. “We’ve got half the conference room left and the lobby.”

      Rex’s smirk waned. He broke eye contact with the beautiful blonde and peered down his perfect nose at me. Why did he make my knees weak? Did anyone deserve that much charm and sexiness? I shook my head to clear it. Right now I needed to stand firm. Be the co-owner I imagined myself in the near future. That is to say if I convinced Dylan of it. And the odds faded with each passing second that I stood drooling over him.

      “Good morning to you too, Katherine. I’m a little busy here.” He turned a gleaming smile upon the voluptuous blonde.

      “It’s Kaitlynn, and yes, we’re working. You know, the job we’re getting paid for?” I wiggled the camera in front of his sour expression for added emphasis. “So wrap it up and get back to work. I’ll photograph the lobby. We’ve got another hour before it gets crowded past the point we can take decent pictures.”

      On that, I spun on my heel and hustled by multiple booths and out of the hall exit. I reached the lobby a few minutes later. To my surprise, it had only gotten more packed.

      Sebastian Alexander waved his arms above his head, directing the masses to smaller check-in lines when they congregated at the one closest to the front doors. His nasal voice screeched above the din, granting him the attention he expected.

      He stood, jaw taut, with a thin smile that never quite reached his eyes, and directed a cattle call.

      I took a deep breath and shot as many pics as possible, not paying much regard to who I was photographing. As long as the picture looked good, then off to the next. The throng of attendees dwindled over the next hour, and I drew a sigh of relief when the last photo had been taken. Arms and shoulders aching, I headed back to the conference room, keeping my fingers crossed that Rex had taken the rest.

      Guests mingled amongst the hundreds of booths, munching on appetizers of shrimp and cocktail sauce or sausage and crackers. I found Rex surrounded by three ladies at a booth featuring a circular shower. It sprayed from multiple openings all around and splashed the bikini-clad model with a seductive smile posing in the center. It was the key attraction for all the oglers. And why not? A soaking wet scantily clad woman drew crowds, and probably would until the end of time.

      I winced at the errant droplets that made it to the floor, knowing Sebastian wouldn’t be pleased, being a stickler for cleanliness. I once watched him deride his own mother when she’d accidentally dropped a bottle of water on the lobby rug. While it cost a fortune, or so he’d ranted, it was only water, but that was Sebastian. He paid the bills, which paid my salary, so…

      “Hey, Rex?” I waved. “Have you gotten the rest of the photos taken?”

      He ignored me, head inclined towards a young brunette and a debonair smile on his lips.

      “Rex,” I said a little louder, to no avail.

      The crowd jostled past the narrow pathways between the booths like two schools of fish swimming in opposite directions while I inched the last few feet to him, apologizing when I inadvertently stepped on one woman’s foot.

      I stood to the side of him and pointedly tapped his upper arm. The ladies switched their curious stares on me while Rex asked, “What?” none too gently.

      “Have you gotten all the shots?”

      “Must you ask?” He grinned at the giggling young twenty-somethings. “I always get the job done.”

      I tucked an errant strand of hair behind my ear and pursed my lips. “Then you won’t mind giving me the card? I’ll take it to Dylan this afternoon.” I held out my hand, then added, “Unless you want to deliver it. I mean, I know how much you like to get the job done.”

      The ladies’ curious stares glanced from me back to Rex.

      “Not necessary, Katherine. Your services are no longer needed.” He flashed the women another Hollywood smile and carried on their conversation as if I was just some piece of accent furniture. Dismissed. Typical. And why, pray tell, did women continue to grovel at his feet when he showed the buffoon that he was? Didn’t Maya Angelou say something about believing them the first time when somebody showed you who they are? Ugh…

      “It’s Kaitlynn, you egotistical jerk,” I muttered and trudged off. I’d made it as far as the exit when Sebastian Alexander plowed into me. I tottered on my heels, gripping the USB drives.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, if you please,” he announced, his shrill voice piercing the roar of the crowd. He wrung his hands together and shifted on his feet.

      Heads turned and locked onto him and to the other guy who stood to his left.

      “Thank you,” replied a rather attractive man, who was dressed in sleek navy blue slacks and jacket. “We ask that you all stay in the conference room for the time being. There’s been an incident on the premises. No one leaves without first speaking to Sergeant Collins or Sergeant Becker. I’m sorry for any inconvenience.”

      Once he disappeared, the crowd buzzed with activity, mostly from patrons who moments before were enjoying themselves, and now wanted nothing more than to flee. They stormed the doors, an undulating mass that ebbed and flowed in their forward push and subsequent retreat as they unsuccessfully tried pushing past Sebastian and the sergeants. Angry faces confronted the officers, but no one left.

      Rex appeared at my side. “Here,” he whispered, handing over his camera’s memory card. “Take this to Dylan.”

      “Why the change of heart?” I asked, and tucked the drive into my pocket.

      “Because,” he responded, straightening his tie, “I have a date.”

      “You can’t leave. There’s a line of others ahead of you. I’m afraid you’ll have to cancel,” I said, unable to hide the glee in my voice.

      “Au contraire, Katherine.”

      “It’s Kaitlynn.”

      “Whatever, Kathy. There’s one thing I never do.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “What’s that?”

      “Miss a date.”

      He patted my shoulder and disappeared in the fuming horde behind me, escaping through a back door of the room that led to an alleyway of sorts. Why no one else had tried it was beyond me, but I didn’t dare. With my luck I’d get caught. A jail cell would not be in my future.

      A trickle of conferencegoers slowly worked past the officers and out into the lobby, and it took about thirty minutes before I made it to the doors.

      “Name?” asked the stout officer.

      “Kaitlynn Dahl.”

      “Occupation?”

      “Photographer.”

      The uniformed cop glanced up from his clipboard and eyed me through half-closed lids. His was a face only a mother could love. A mix between a bulldog and the nose of a Doberman pinscher. The man leaned toward his colleague and whispered. She nodded and continued her conversation without looking at me.

      “Ms. Dahl,” he said, “would you come with me, please?”

      People behind me groaned in frustration as I followed his squatty frame into the now empty lobby. He led me up two flights of stairs and down a long hallway, stopping short of an open door.

      Multiple officers filed in and out while we waited. He drew me into a suite filled with lab techs and other official personnel. The man from earlier dressed in a navy blue suit was standing over something on the floor and talking to Yvonne Noel, the resort’s office manager. He stopped mid-sentence when he caught sight of me.

      “Who’s she?” he asked the officer and jabbed a thumb in my direction.

      “She’s a photographer, boss. Thought she’d be of some use.”

      The man’s face softened a hair as he gave me a once over. “Good thinking, Gus.” And to me, “Come here. Take your camera and start shooting everything. Have you ever taken forensic photographs before?”

      “No.” I shook my head, confused, but on autopilot I picked up my camera that was hanging on my neck and readied myself to shoot.

      Yvonne dabbed her reddened eyes with a tissue and clutched at her sides.

      “It’s no different from photographing a wedding. Make sure you get everything. Every inch needs to be detailed. And don’t touch or move anything. You got that?” said the handsome man in the suit.

      His words reached me like echoes in a vast tunnel, but I swallowed the knot in my throat and nodded.

      “Good. Start here and work your way across the room.” He took one step away, then pivoted to face me. “Have you ever seen a dead body before, Ms. Dahl?”

      My tummy fluttered with what felt like a swarm of bees, and my skin tingled with apprehension. I searched the crowd of uniformed officers and lab officials, but my mind refused to process anything other than a numbing vibe which kept me locked in place.

      “Ms. Dahl?” the suited man pressed.

      “What? Um, no,” I squeaked. “I’ve never seen a dead body.”

      “Now’s your chance. Don’t screw it up.” He returned to questioning a sniffling Yvonne.

      “Good luck, lady,” offered the squatty cop. He gave a thumbs up and a weak smile, then lumbered off, hands on his belt and whistling a tune like it was a day at the beach.

      With a steadying breath, I raised a shaky finger and started taking pictures. The rolling click of the camera and flashes of light blended in to the flurry of the room’s activity. Before long, I’d photographed half of it, including the bathroom and sitting area, when I eventually reached the red-nosed Yvonne and the man in charge, who had been eyeing something on the floor.

      Gaze drawn to two feet dressed in loafers that jutted past Yvonne’s shoes, I stepped around her and got a full view of the body.

      A constriction in my throat trapped air in my lungs, and the spinning room threatened to toss my trembling body to the floor. Try as I might, I couldn’t pull my horrified gaze away from the deceased man, whose every curve and lash I remembered from heart.

      My aching fingers clutched the camera strap, and a hot flush crept up my face. I opened my mouth to speak, but only an awkward squeak came out. The thundering of my heart made my lungs spasm. Black spots obscured my vision when the guy in charge lunged sideways and grabbed my upper arms right before the room grew inky black.

      Knees buckling and limbs shaking, acidic bile burned my throat as the afternoon’s coffee spewed onto the beige carpet by the body on the floor. Doubled over, I retched until my eyes felt like they bulged out of my sockets.

      “Whoa, miss. Easy now,” said the man, who knelt beside me, holding me up. “Can we get a glass of water, please?” He brushed damp hairs behind my ears and off my sweaty forehead. “It’ll pass soon,” he whispered in my ear.

      I pointed a shaky finger at the body. “Th-that’s M-M-Max… Max St-Stone.”

      “How do you know the deceased?”

      Deceased jangled around my brain.

      “No, there’s got to be some mistake.” I shook my head from side to side, thinking I’d clear it of this horrible nightmare unfolding in front of me.

      “Steady now, Ms. Dahl. Why don’t we get some air?” He gently pulled me to an upright position and urged me towards the door.

      “No.” I grasped his wrist and inhaled a shaky breath. I stepped away from him and wiped a cascade of tears that brimmed over my lower lashes.

      “Detective Knight?” someone said from behind us.

      “Not now, Gus.”

      “But Detective Knight—”

      “I said not now,” he snapped.

      “All right, boss. Whatever you say.”

      The detective laid a hand on my shoulder and fixed his kind gaze on me. “How well did you know the deceased?”

      The buzzing sound had stopped and I was keenly aware of each pair of eyes on me.

      Yvonne had gotten multiple tissues and was cleaning up my face.

      “He was her friend,” she declared.

      “Her friend?” the detective echoed.

      “My best friend,” I whimpered.

      Max lay on his back, a glassy, unblinking stare directed toward the ceiling, and a fist clutched to his chest. A hint of blue edged his lips, and his mouth hung slightly ajar.

      “You’re unable to continue,” replied the detective. “Gus, take Ms. Dahl out of here. Get her home, please.”

      “It’s Kaitlynn,” offered Yvonne.

      A hand tugged at my wrist. “Miss? Please follow me.”

      I tore my gaze away from Max’s lifeless body and searched the sea of faces zoning in on mine, landing on the hard expression of Detective Knight.

      A cold resolve rushed through me, and I stood to my full height. “That won’t be necessary,” I said and shook off Gus’s hand. Taking hold of my camera, I refocused the lens and ignored the shocked eyes that followed the few wobbly steps I took over to Max’s body.

      A series of nauseous waves rolled inside my belly, but I snapped my lips shut and quietly counted to five. I swallowed down the acrid bile that remained in my mouth.

      “With all due respect, Miss,” said the detective, “I don’t think you’re in any shape to continue.”

      I cast a cold, unyielding stare at Detective Knight. “Do you want the pictures or not?”

      He waited a few seconds, his hands on his hips, gaze narrowed onto mine. “All right. Continue. But if you contaminate my crime scene again, I’ll haul you out myself.” He snapped his fingers and yelled, “Back to work!”

      The low rumble of conversations sprang back to life, and I once again steadied the camera and began snapping photos in quick succession. After another twenty minutes, I’d shot the rest of the room.

      Detective Knight stood by the door leading into the hallway, and I walked past Max’s body, pausing to take in my best friend once more.

      “Finished?” the detective asked gruffly as I lingered at the crime scene.

      The last of the crew searching for fingerprints had packed up and were vacating the area.

      I hovered for a second more and then made my way to the detective.

      “Here are the photos.” I handed over the USB stick. “Am I free to go?” I asked flatly.

      “You are. Thanks for your help.”

      The detective directed his attention at another police officer, dismissing me.

      “Is it murder?” I asked after clearing my throat, not recognizing the anguish-laden tone as mine. Numb from the head down, I held the detective’s curious gaze.

      “That’s police business.”

      “Then it is,” I whispered.

      “Why would you assume that?” he asked, frowning.

      “Because you would have stated otherwise. Unless, of course, there was a possibility of murder.”

      Years of following my dad’s murder cases had prepared me for such a day. The possibilities, what ifs, whys, a list of suspects—all these things jangled around my brain, drowning out the hysteria that overwhelmed me moments before. I scanned the area and focused on Max’s blue-tinged lips just as an officer zipped the black coroner’s bag closed.

      “Kaitlynn, was it?” I blinked and refocused on the detective. “We treat all deaths alike. We look at the facts. At this time, we’re in the preliminary stages of our investigation. I’m not at liberty to comment.”

      I inhaled deeply, and asked, “If this was an accident or by natural causes, then why have officers question hundreds of people downstairs?”

      “Miss, please. I’m trying to do my job here. On the off chance this was something criminal, we are taking all the necessary precautions.”

      “But you think this was a natural death? An accident? Max is 32 years old.” I jabbed a finger down at the black bag. “Look at him. He competes in triathlons for Pete’s sake.”

      Detective Knight shifted his weight, his lips pinched into a thin line. “Look, there are no signs of a struggle, no bruising around the neck or any other body part, and as far as we can tell, there are no puncture marks leading me to conclude anything nefarious happened here. Believe it or not, your friend probably died from natural causes. Now if you will please excuse me, I’ve got work to do.”

      I gritted my teeth and clenched my fists, fighting the impulse to yell, pummel, or both. Seeing as there was nothing I could do, I strode out the door and left the resort.

      The smell of rain lingered in the air, and the December cold chilled my flushed skin. The car roared to life and I zoomed out of the lot and down the winding road towards my cottage. An unsettled feeling held fast in my gut. Not because Max had died, but the manner in which he’d died. Unless there’d been a genetic predisposition, which Max hadn’t mentioned, a youthful man in fit condition didn’t just collapse and die. No, Max’s death wasn’t by natural causes. He was murdered, and the thought left me dazed.

      I skidded the car to a stop in my gravel driveway, hopped out, and entered the house, flicking off all the lights. I sat on the couch by the recently decorated Christmas tree. My cell phone buzzed every five minutes, but I didn’t dare answer it. Instead, I stared at the tree Max had helped decorate a few days before and fiddled with the storage drive I’d made a copy of from the crime scene. I wasn’t sure I had the stomach to look at them, or should probably leave it to the police department. Whatever my decision, it couldn’t help with the abyss that threatened to swallow me whole.

      Max was dead. My best friend was gone. And the last words I spoke to him were in anger.

      The tears poured like rain down my cheeks, and I sobbed into the decorative cushions until I fell asleep. I dreamed of pies and trees, and my grandmother’s smile. But the final thing I remembered was Max’s cold, ashen face, calling out to me, begging me, saying, “I was murdered.”
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      The bedroom alarm blared, and I awoke with a stiff neck and red, puffy eyes. The image staring back at me from the bathroom mirror reflected a woman broken. Fresh tears glistened upon my lashes, but I swiped them away and got ready for the morning. A look at the refrigerator calendar reminded me I had a day full of family sessions scheduled at the shop, and it wouldn’t garner sympathy from Rex if I arrived late.

      The bell chimed above the front door to the studio as I walked in to holiday music blasting over the speakers. With my bag and keys stashed in my desk drawer, I donned a pair of reindeer horns on my head and hoofed it to the first photography room. I mused over the muffled sounds of children’s squeals as their frazzled parents threatened stockings full of coal.

      When I opened the door, Dylan was squatting by a black iron bench positioning a wiggly toddler between his two older sisters while the parents fretted with hair bows and ties.

      “Kaitlynn?” Dylan looked surprised. “Why are you here? Rex can take over your sessions.” A crease formed between her brows.

      “I’m fine. I’ll take it from here.”

      A camera sat high upon a wall shelf. I grabbed it and adjusted the lighting around the kids.

      “Why don’t I help?” Dylan offered hesitantly. “Two minds are better than one. Or so they say.” She gave a timid smile.

      “It’s your
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