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      My new home brings me joy. My yard is filled with squirrels, my home with soft, warm places to rest, and my lady Zella spends her days showering me with affection.

      My lady also has friends who bring me pets and treats and kind words.

      Sometimes I miss my work—the thrill of the hunt, the smells I trained so hard to parse from all the other exciting odors in the world—but I love my life.

      I love my Zella.

      The hum of the grinding machine and the smell of coffee pull me from my bed. My breakfast is sure to follow.
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      Zella, I need you to find my poet.”

      I poured boiling water into my French press and flicked the volume on my cell a little higher. “I’m sorry—you need what?”

      Fairmont pressed against my leg, reminding me that I hadn’t filled his bowl yet.

      “I’ve lost my poet, and I need you to find him.” Geraldine McCord, the county sheriff’s mom and my new friend, wasn’t the sort to misplace her keys, let alone a human being. Fairmont’s breakfast would have to wait another few minutes.

      Geraldine might look like a cross between a hippie, a hiker, and an art teacher, but she was all business when it came to important matters—like losing people. If she said she lost her poet, there had to be a reasonable explanation.

      Her voice held an edge of worry that was very unlike her. Picking my way through the few details she’d given me seemed a good start. “First, what poet?”

      “My poet in residence. I’m sponsoring housing for ten days out of every month, and in exchange, the resident artist does outreach with either the high school or the local community while they’re here.” She huffed out an impatient breath. “I told you all about it. You said it was a great idea.”

      Geraldine owned The Hiker’s Second Home, affectionately referred to as The Hiker by locals. The Hiker was a tiny-home community catering to both visiting hikers and local creatives. And she had told me about her Creative-in-Residence program, but only two or three days ago, and it had just been an idea at the time. How in the world had she managed to find a suitable candidate so quickly?

      “Pablo is my first.” She made a dissatisfied noise. “If this doesn’t go well, there goes the program, dead before it’s barely been launched.”

      I eyed the clock on my stove, but then gave in to the reality of my caffeine addiction and pushed the plunger on the press. Three minutes, five minutes—basically the same thing. “All right, so Pablo is your poet in residence, and he’s gone missing?”

      Complete silence followed my question, and just as I was about to ask if Geraldine was still on the line, she said, “Zella, did I catch you before your morning coffee?”

      “No,” I fibbed as I poured my first cup. “I’m just baffled as to why you’re calling me if you truly believe one of your guests is missing.”

      “I would have called Fairmont, but he’s not answering the phone, last I checked.”

      My favorite German Shorthaired Pointer lifted his head up and perked his ears. Seeing he had my attention, he trotted to the corner of the kitchen, nosed his empty ceramic food dish, then gave me a hopeful look.

      Taking the hint, I quickly filled it.

      “Fairmont is busy eating breakfast and isn’t available to chat. Seriously, though, Geraldine, if one of your guests is missing, you have to call the police.” Even as I said it, I knew exactly why Geraldine hadn’t.

      “Pfft. Bubba Charleston wouldn’t be able to find my lost poet if there was a trail of gumdrops—or even beef jerky—leading the way. His only saving grace is that he knows exactly how useless he is and lets my son handle all of the real crime.”

      I’d only lived in White Sage for a few weeks, but it hadn’t taken more than an hour as a resident for me learn that serious crime wasn’t Chief Charleston’s cup of joe. He’d ceded an entire murder investigation to Sheriff Luke McCord, Geraldine’s son and my…ah, my…something complicated.

      Not that I blamed the chief. From what I’d learned since moving here, the term “shoestring” didn’t come close to describing his budget. It was more duct tape and rubber bands. The minuscule budget of the local policing force was one of the less attractive sides to living in a small town.

      “When is Luke due back from New Orleans?” But I knew the answer before I’d even finished asking: not soon enough.

      “Two more days. I could call him and have him come home early, but it’s so rare for him to take a vacation that I hate to interrupt unless it’s a real emergency.”

      “And you don’t think it’s a real emergency.” I squeezed my eyes shut, inhaled the delicious aroma of my morning brew, and listened to the quiet crunch of Fairmont chewing the last of his breakfast.

      “Not yet. But if you and Fairmont will just have a quick look around…”

      She left the rest to my imagination.

      Given Fairmont’s history since I arrived in White Sage, Geraldine knew I’d have a hard time saying no. With one dead body, one blood trail, and a found missing person under his canine belt, Fairmont had developed quite the reputation locally.

      I’d already turned down two cash offers to find missing cats. It had been heartbreaking, but I didn’t trust Fairmont anywhere near an unknown cat and didn’t have any idea how the two of us might go about finding a lost one.

      Add to the equation the fact that Luke hadn’t taken a real vacation in two years (as many helpful White Sage residents kept telling me, as if I were some lost soul pining for her mate in his absence), and I was feeling a tad pressured to cave to Geraldine’s request.

      “Why exactly do you think Pablo is missing and not just out for a stroll in the woods?”

      “Oh dear.” Geraldine took a breath. “I forgot to mention the blood, didn’t I?”

      Blood?

      “How much blood?”

      “A very small amount.” When I didn’t immediately acquiesce, she added, “A shaving accident’s worth. And he didn’t make it to breakfast. Pablo wouldn’t miss a free meal.”

      Blood (not much, though), a missing tiny-home resident, and Geraldine convinced of Chief Charleston’s incompetence. I winced, knowing my answer probably wasn’t the right one, but I couldn’t bring myself to say no. “Don’t call Luke. I’ll be over in twenty minutes.”

      “Thank you! You’re an angel,” Geraldine said. “I’ll have a cup of coffee waiting for you.”

      I sighed as I disconnected the call. This would not end well. Either Fairmont would find a body—my spotted boy had a nose for death, quite literally—or he wouldn’t. Either way, we’d end up calling Luke back from his vacation.

      Hope blossomed as I considered one other alternative. Fairmont and I could take a nice stroll in the woods next to The Hiker and happen upon Geraldine’s missing poet completely unharmed.

      Except for the pesky question of the blood. And Pablo’s disinclination to pass on a free meal.

      Geraldine wasn’t lacking in sense. If there was a real question of harm to her poet, she’d have called the chief, no matter how little she thought of the man.

      Wouldn’t she?

      As I transferred my coffee to a travel mug and snapped a leash to Fairmont’s collar, I considered various harmless scenarios that resulted in minor blood loss.

      By the time I loaded Fairmont into the Grand Cherokee, I’d convinced myself of Geraldine’s theory. Pablo the poet had nicked himself while shaving. I’d also remembered that the trails near The Hiker weren’t marked, and someone unfamiliar with the area might get turned around.

      Never mind the fact that the “woods” next to The Hiker consisted almost exclusively of scrubby cedar making the cluster of buildings hard to miss, and most people didn’t leave blood evidence after a shaving nick.
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      My lady is anxious.

      I think she misses Luke.

      Luke is my second favorite person, and he hasn’t been to visit in days. That makes me sad, and I think Zella misses him as much as I do.

      Maybe a car ride will cheer her up…
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      I cracked the rear windows on the drive to The Hiker, and Fairmont moved from one side of the car to the other, his nose shoved into the two-inch gap as he tested the air outside. The sight of him enjoying such a simple pleasure made me smile.

      The coffee I drank on the journey probably didn’t hurt either.

      By the time Fairmont and I arrived at The Hiker, we were both in good spirits. Fairmont adored riding in the car, and I’d decided that poor shaving skills and a bad sense of direction weren’t so terribly unlikely.

      Geraldine burst my good-humor bubble as soon as I pulled into the parking lot. She passed a glossy flyer featuring Pablo Navarro-Silva through the driver’s side window.

      A full-bearded Pablo Navarro-Silva, per his headshot.

      There went the shaving theory. Clearly, Geraldine had been speaking metaphorically with the shaving accident comparison.

      I tried to return the flyer once I’d exited the car, but she refused to take it. “Don’t you think you should have a picture of him? So you can identify him when you find him?”

      Since Fairmont and I weren’t likely to run into any other heavily bearded men walking near The Hiker on a Wednesday, I had my doubts. But I folded and pocketed the flyer anyway. It was easier than arguing with her, and I needed both hands to attach Fairmont’s leash.

      Once I had Fairmont safely leashed, my cell phone stashed in my pocket (just in case a call to the police became necessary, which it wouldn’t, but just in case), and my travel mug of coffee firmly in hand, I decided I couldn’t really procrastinate further. “Let’s have a look at his room.”

      Geraldine gave me the lowdown as we walked the path to the edge of the tiny community, where Pablo’s cottage was located.

      “I’m a little fuller than usual for midweek. I’ve got a writers’ retreat group here now. They arrived yesterday.”

      Pablo the poet happened to be Geraldine’s first in-residence artist, and there was a writers’ retreat taking place now? Which raised the question… “I don’t suppose you recruited Pablo from this retreat group?”

      “I did. It seemed too good an opportunity to pass up. When I saw Paul’s—Pablo’s—name on the list, I took a chance he might be interested.” Geraldine leaned close and nudged me. “He’s from White Sage originally. Well, originally from North Sage Grove, but he spent most of his childhood in White Sage.”

      The bearded poet, who clearly hadn’t nicked himself shaving, also had ties to the local community. My confidence in finding Pablo wandering in the woods unharmed nosedived. Ridiculous, really, because White Sage had welcomed me with open, friendly arms. The town was a little gossipy, yes, but generally it was a lovely place populated by good people. The missing man having a history with the town shouldn’t mean anything.

      And yet my unease grew.

      Fairmont’s cold nose nudged my hand. I stopped to fondle his velvety ears. Was it my imagination, or was Fairmont nosing the air more than usual? One dead body under my belt and I was becoming paranoid. Then again, one really was enough to make any normal person a little wary.

      Geraldine pointed to a tiny stone cottage just ahead. “That’s where Pablo’s staying. I switched his cottage assignment after he agreed to take the in-residence spot. That way, he wouldn’t have to move after the retreat had finished. The stone cottage is where all the in-residence artists will be staying.”

      I knew that cottage. I’d overnighted there several weeks ago when I’d found a dead body in my yard and Luke had kicked me out of my house for the night. The décor was quite firmly pink.

      “Hopefully his masculine sensibilities weren’t offended by the color scheme.”

      Geraldine smiled. “I sent him pictures, so I assume not. Paul never was one to fuss over a free ride. Sorry, I mean Pablo. Authors and their noms de plume.” She rolled her eyes. “He was Paul Winston when I knew him. He changed his name to Pablo and took his mother’s maiden name when he left White Sage.”

      Interesting. The timing of his name change made me question if he was reinventing himself for a new life or hiding from his old one.

      Or neither of those, my more practical side offered. Maybe the name change didn’t mean anything at all. I’d ask him when we eventually interrupted what was likely the poor man’s morning commune with nature.

      “Shall we?” I asked.

      Geraldine nodded with a grim look in her eye.

      As we approached the cottage, Fairmont’s demeanor changed. His gait became more animated, his attention fully occupied by the little stone house. I had to remind myself that he’d followed a blood trail with equal enthusiasm and that had been just a few scattered drops.

      But even with that thought in mind, by the time we reached the front door, my unease was off the charts.
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      I smell it.

      Death.

      And a metal tang in the air: blood.

      I can taste the coppery traces on the back of my tongue. Blood has many notes—old, new, tainted—but it is always blood.

      The catalogue of scents in my head is big. Bigger than my words. Bigger than what I see with my eyes. Blood is blood. Death is more complicated. I know there is the scent of a recently dead and the scent of a long dead, but there are so many scents in between.

      I recognize this death odor easily.

      A recently dead smells almost like a person, and that’s what I catch in the air now.

      There is also the smell of a man. The man smell mixes with the scent of recent death.

      Excitement zings through my body, and I feel ready to burst from my skin.

      I hesitate.

      Zella doesn’t like dead bodies.

      My lady doesn’t like death. She doesn’t like blood.

      But when I work, she always tells me I’m a good boy, so…
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      Fairmont barked.

      With focus and determination. He alternated between wedging his nose in the seam of the door and barking like mad at the offending barrier. If I didn’t know better, I’d say the door was possessed by evil ghosts and my dog was telling them off.

      Except I did know better.

      A profane word or two might have slipped past my lips before I gathered my wits.

      It seemed we were in the midst of a Crisis, and a Crisis required a cool head. I patted Fairmont and told him he was a good boy, then handed his leash to Geraldine. “Do not let go of his leash.”

      First things first: I had to determine the parameters of our particular predicament.

      Geraldine wrapped Fairmont’s leash around her hand and nodded, which I took as my cue to open the door. What I found inside was not a man who’d nicked himself shaving.

      A crumpled heap of humanity and a pool of blood—that was what I found.

      I yanked the door shut, retrieved Fairmont’s leash, and wrapped my hand firmly around Geraldine’s forearm. “You don’t want to go in there.” When Geraldine hesitated, I said, “Truly, you don’t.”

      She nodded, and I marched all three of us away from the tiny stone cottage. I didn’t stop until we were several feet away.

      Then I called Luke.

      He answered before the second ring. “I didn’t think you were going to call me back. A vacation from White Sage doesn’t mean a vacation from the people I—”

      “I found a dead body.” My voice was calm, and I could have fooled myself into thinking I was keeping it together quite well, minus the fact that I was sitting cross-legged on the ground.

      Geraldine, while looking grim, had still managed to stay on her feet. She stood maybe five feet from me, her arms crossed as she waited to hear exactly how bad it was.

      Hearing Luke’s deep voice had melted whatever steel had infused my spine, and I’d melted right there on the path, not twenty feet from a dead body.

      Geraldine hugged her arms tighter around her body, which reminded me that both she and Luke needed the details. So, as quickly and efficiently as possible, I told Luke that I’d found Pablo dead.

      Fairmont laid down next to me and put his head in my lap. I reassured him with quietly whispered words of affection. “Such a good dog. So smart. So brave.”

      And then I checked in with Geraldine, who was still standing. Looking a little pale, but still standing. Not like she hadn’t known as soon as I rushed us all away from the cabin, but hearing the words spoken aloud was worse, in my experience.

      Into the silence that followed my pronouncement, Luke said, “Run that by me one more time. With a few more details, please.”

      As I fondled Fairmont’s ears, I repeated what I’d found. My stomach did a funny little flip when the smell, the sight, invaded my mind.

      “I’m at your mother’s. She called me this morning, because her poet was missing.”

      “Paul Winston, her first artist in residence.”

      I nodded, then remembered he couldn’t see me. “Yes, that’s right. Except he’s Pablo Navarro-Silva now, and the residency hasn’t started yet. I think that was beginning after the writers’ retreat.”

      “Okay, so she called to tell you Paul was missing, and then…?” His professional, even tone calmed me.

      “Right. So, she didn’t want to disturb you on your first vacation in years—”

      Luke sighed. Mothers did that to their children, ruffled feathers even when corpses didn’t.

      “Well, can you blame her?” I shifted to escape the gravel digging into my derriere. “I can’t leave my house without someone mentioning that you haven’t gone on a vacation in years and that I shouldn’t feel slighted that you left town moments after meeting me.”

      Luke groaned. “You’ve got to be kidding me. We’ll get to that, but first you need to tell me about this dead body.”

      “I think it’s Pablo, Paul, whatever his real name is. Your mom gave me a flyer with his picture on it, and the brief glimpse I got matches his headshot.” My gaze met Geraldine’s, and I mouthed, “I’m sorry.”

      Her eyes brightened with unshed tears, and she nodded. The words really did make it more real, and therefore worse.

      “Where did you find him?” Luke asked.

      “In the stone cottage. Geraldine said she’d spotted a bit of blood inside when she’d gone looking for him this morning. A missing guest, a little blood, and she thought of Fairmont. And since it seemed unlikely anything had actually happened to Pablo—” I shoved down the hysterical laugh that burbled in the back of my throat when I thought about shaving accidents and then all of that blood. “Anyway, I agreed to come over, but then Fairmont barked at the door, and when I opened it, there he was, and there was a lot of blood. And he was dead. Definitely dead.”

      I stopped and took a deep breath when I realized it was becoming increasingly difficult to articulate my thoughts. I was pulling words through a cloud of confusion and denial.

      “I want you to hang up and call the non-emergency number for the police. Mom will know it. That number will get you Charlene at the front desk. Keep her on the phone and tell her everything you’ve told me. That will give me time to call Bubba and come up with a game plan. I’ll be home just as soon as I can get a flight.”

      “All right,” I whispered. I was starting to feel a little lightheaded. Caffeine, no breakfast, and a dead body, all before ten in the morning, didn’t agree with me.

      “Zella?”

      “Um-hm.” I lowered my head between my knees.

      “Give my mom the phone.”

      Without lifting my head, I handed the phone to Geraldine.

      What seemed like seconds later, a granola bar was shoved under my nose. “Eat this. We need to get you shipshape so you can call the police station.” When I hesitated, she added, “Or I can just have a stroll over to the stone cottage and have a quick look inside and call them myself.”

      I snatched the granola bar from her fingers and took a bite. Around sweet bits of oat and nuts, I grumbled, “Don’t you dare.”

      The last thing she needed was to have the image of a man she’d known since he was a child imprinted upon her brain in that terrible, bloodstained condition.
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      I managed half the granola bar and a few sips of coffee to wash it down before I called Charlene at White Sage’s small, underfunded police station.

      Fairmont got the rest of the bar in little bits and pieces as I relayed the morning’s events a second time. He’d earned much more than that small reward, but it was what I had on hand.

      When Charlene would have passed me off to Chief Charleston, I told her I’d feel much more comfortable giving her the details. She didn’t require much persuading, because (like most White Sage residents) Charlene had a weakness for being in the know. Gossip was king in White Sage.

      Geraldine, Fairmont, and I moved to Hank’s small porch to wait for the police.

      We had a good view of the stone cottage from there and could intercept anyone who might have come looking for Pablo and contaminate the crime scene.

      After a few minutes, when I was feeling more myself and Fairmont had settled at my feet looking nothing like a dog who’d just found a bloody body, I realized we hadn’t seen a soul.

      Geraldine’s color returned as soon as we moved to Hank’s porch. She was handling this all amazingly well, but I still thought I made the right call in keeping her from seeing the body.

      “Where are all of your guests?” I asked. “And Hank?”

      Hank was the only other person living permanently at The Hiker. I’d met him in passing during my one-night stint there. I’d since learned that he did some of the maintenance in exchange for reduced rent. He’d seemed like a nice enough man, but what I most remembered about him was his well-worn John Deere ball cap and grizzled face.

      “Hank handled breakfast in the conference room this morning. He usually helps set up breakfast in exchange for a bite to eat, but with everything…” She waved her hand in the general direction of the stone cottage. “I asked him to stay and act as host, then get everything cleared away for the beginning of the writers’ retreat.”

      “Gotcha.” Though I didn’t remember her using her phone, so I must have been either on the phone myself with the police or really out of it. I scanned the area, trying to imagine the who, where, and how of a man being murdered without witness in this small community.

      There were ten tiny houses in total, including both Hank’s rental and Geraldine’s home, all clustered in one area. I’d also spotted a travel trailer, a new addition since I’d last been here.

      “Geraldine, are you still living on site? In the yellow house?”

      “Ah. Sometimes. I’ve moved all of my personal belongings into the trailer. I got it for a steal, did a little renovation on it, and decided I liked it well enough to live there when we’re fully booked. That’s what sparked the Creative-in-Residence idea. With the flexibility of the trailer, I felt like I could give up the space for the program.”

      I nodded absently. Geraldine’s former residence, a yellow tiny home of five or six hundred square feet, was located at the furthest edge of the property. If the tiny-home community was a clock face, the yellow cottage was at twelve o’clock, the stone cottage around nine, and Hank’s was situated between the two.

      Outside the circle, past three o’clock, was the Writer’s Retreat. Only one building was visible—the one housing several studio and office spaces—but there was a second building beyond the studios that was the conference room. The two buildings were not only set apart from the tiny-home community, they also had their own entrance from the street and dedicated parking.

      If everyone had been inside the conference room, it was conceivable they’d fail to hear a struggle—or a scream.

      A shiver ran along my spine.

      “What time did you discover Pablo missing? And find the blood?”

      “Maybe seven forty-five? No later than seven fifty, but quite possibly earlier. I planned to join the ladies for breakfast at eight.” Geraldine gave me a worried look. “You think it’s a guest.”

      I didn’t see how it could be anyone other than a guest. Or worse, someone who worked at The Hiker. “Who else is here on the property regularly besides you and Hank?”

      “You mean cleaners and maintenance, the cook, that sort of thing?” When I nodded, she started to tick off staff on her fingers. “There’s Alice, our cook. She only comes in when we have group events, like the retreat. Otherwise, I pick up breakfast casseroles a few times a week to heat myself.”

      “So she was here to prepare breakfast this morning?” I’d never met Alice but knew she offered affordable prepared meals in direct competition with Sally, Geraldine’s daughter. Since Sally’s Sandwich Shoppe was thriving, her prepared meal business was just a side hustle, and Sally likely didn’t have time to be on site at The Hiker to cook for larger groups, it made sense her mother had chosen another option. But I’d bet there was still tension. Welcome to small-town living.

      “Yes, Alice was here. But she couldn’t possibly…” Geraldine cleared her throat. Her son was the county sheriff, so she had to know that circumstances pushed even the most unlikely of people to commit terrible acts. “As for cleaning staff, I have two ladies, Sissy and Francine, who come around ten and stay no longer than three on the weekends, earlier during the week if we’re not fully booked. They wouldn’t have any reason to be on the property, and I didn’t see Sissy’s car in the lot. Sissy is such a sensitive, darling woman. She does what she can for Francine. You see, they carpool, because Francine doesn’t have a license.”

      A strange expression crossed Geraldine’s face.

      “What are you thinking?” I asked. “What’s that look?”

      Geraldine clasped her hands together tightly. “Francine has turned her life around. She’s doing really well these days.”

      Ah. More White Sage skeletons. I nudged, just a little. “Whatever it is, it could have nothing to do with Pablo’s death, but you know that I’m probably the only person in town who doesn’t know whatever it is you’re hesitating to tell me.”

      She shot me a wry look. “True. All right. Francine and Pablo used to date, back when he was Paul and still lived in the area.” Her lips twisted. “But that really doesn’t mean much. Paul dated a lot.”

      I snorted, and Fairmont lifted his head from his paws to look at me. “Don’t judge. You’re a dog. You don’t understand human men.”

      He must have agreed, because he dropped his head back onto his paws.

      “Anyway, their relationship ended, and not well. Afterward, she drank quite a bit, got into a serious car accident, and hasn’t driven since.”

      “Was anyone…?”

      “No.” Geraldine shook her head. “It was just Francine in the car. But it must have scared her terribly, because she’s never had the nerve to drive again.”

      At least ten minutes had passed, and not a sign of the police. Luke must have kept the chief on the phone for
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