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Chapter 1
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D

etective Genevieve Viacorte parked her Ford Expedition in the main lot. She was meeting her partner, Detective Alex Runimoss, at the trailhead near where a hiker’s body had been discovered. She heard a vehicle pulling in behind her and turned to see Runimoss sliding into a spot on the opposite side. His large truck took up every inch of the tight parking space.

“How do you like driving your new-to-you truck?” she asked him after he got out.

He patted the truck on the fender. “Well, I have had some friendships rekindled through it.”

It took her a minute, but she finally caught the drift. “Because they need help moving?”

He laughed and nodded in confirmation. “Yep, but in all seriousness, I like it. It has enough space for my legs for one. And enough space for everything my wife likes to buy at the gardening store.”

“Even better.” Genevieve jerked her head toward the trail. “Dr. Green is already here. The body is just ahead near the trail.”

Alex followed her on the trail. “Do we know who it is? Dispatch said female, right?”

“That’s right,” Genevieve responded. “I’m not sure if they’ve identified her yet.”

They only had to walk about a hundred meters along the trail before they reached the CSU team and Dr. Green. Yellow tape surrounded the area and a white pop-up tent was positioned near the base of the cliff. A young couple sat on a large boulder just outside the yellow tape line. Genevieve pulled out her notebook and nodded thanks to the officer standing next to them.

The young woman had tear streaks on her tawny face. Her brown eyes filled with tears again as she looked up at Genevieve. The man’s dark skin was accented by a white bandana tied around his neck. Genevieve assumed he used it to keep cool in the heat. He stroked his wife’s back in an effort to comfort the distraught woman.

“I’m Detective Viacorte. This is my partner, Detective Runimoss. I understand you found the body,” Genevieve stated.

The young man swallowed forcefully before speaking. “Yes, I’m Devon Shaul, S-H-A-U-L, and this is my wife, Stacia. We had barely started our hike this afternoon when we saw her on the ground.”

“I’m sure you told the officer some of this already, so I apologize for asking you to repeat yourself,” Genevieve began. “What time did you find her?”

Stacia sniffled and wiped the back of her hand across her face. “It was around 3:30 this afternoon, right, Devon?”

Devon nodded. “We normally hike earlier in the day, but we’re on our honeymoon and...”

Stacia gave him a horrified look.

He cleared his throat and continued. “We chose to hike in the afternoon today.”

Genevieve smiled. “Congratulations on your marriage. I’m sorry you’re having to experience trauma like this. Did you approach the body or touch it in any way?”

“We did approach the body, but we didn’t touch it. I could see right away that her neck was broken. We knew she was dead, so we just called 9-1-1 and came over here to watch for you guys to arrive,” Devon told her.

Genevieve made a note. “Did you see anyone else on the trail today?”

“No, at least not that I remember. We parked the car and grabbed our gear. We hadn’t really reached the trailhead when Stacia saw the hiking boot,” Devon responded.

Stacia bobbed her head in agreement. “I was kind of joking at first. Like, hey, you need a spare boot? And then, I looked closer and...and...” Another wave of tears kept her from finishing.

“I understand. Do you remember seeing anyone, Stacia?” Alex asked.

“I’m trying to remember. I wasn’t really thinking about anything but the hike when we arrived. It’s really beautiful out here and I thought we could get some good photos. It’s possible someone drove away as we arrived...oh, wait! Do you think someone pushed her?!” Stacia gasped.

Alex put his hands up in surrender. “Not at all, ma’am. We are just trying to find out if there are other witnesses. As far as we know, she just fell.”

Genevieve spoke up. “Just to clarify, did you see someone drive away or not?”

Stacia lifted her palms up and shrugged. “I really have no idea. Does the park have cameras?”

“We can ask the park ranger; they might have something at the payment booth,” Genevieve remarked and pulled out one of her cards. “I think that’s all we need for now. You’re free to go on your way. This is my card. If you remember anything else, please give me a call.”

Genevieve and Alex nodded their thanks and then stepped under the police tape. The white tent was a few paces away. They could see Dr. Green crouched on the ground next to a female body. As usual, his hair was in a state of disarray. A member of the CSU team stood off to the side with a man who looked to be the park ranger. He wore the telltale broad-brimmed hat and brown uniform. His nametag read Ted Pate. Dr. Green pushed himself to his feet when he heard them approach.

“Detectives,” he said in acknowledgment. “I place the time of death between two to two-thirty this afternoon.”

Genevieve looked at the woman. Her dark hair was streaked with grey and her tanned skin showed a few wrinkles. She estimated her age to be mid-fifties to early sixties, but knew it was possible her time in the sun made her appear older. She wore a forest green hiking vest over a royal blue shirt and khaki shorts. Her head was positioned at an awkward angle to her neck and Genevieve agreed it was obviously broken.

“Did you find any identification on her?” Alex asked.

“Yes, this is Elaine Frobish. She had her wallet in her front vest pocket. We found her driver’s license and several business cards for Fit Winners. Have you heard of it?”

Genevieve shook her head. “It doesn’t sound familiar.”

“It’s a fitness club for middle-aged women. Well, mostly women. I’ve heard they allow men if they promise not to speak unless spoken to,” he chuckled. “You’ll notice she has abrasions along both arms and legs as well as her face. I’d wager the cause of death is a broken neck, but I’ll conduct a full autopsy once we get her back to the precinct. She’s also missing three fingernails. It’s possible she initially only fell part way and was trying to hang on further up the cliff. We found her hiking sticks closer to the base of the cliff face.”

Genevieve looked in the direction he pointed. “Both hiking sticks are intact?”

Green nodded. “Yes, I suppose she let go of them as she went over.”

“Have you identified where she went over?” Alex asked.

“I sent Chris and Bob up to look. It’s a short hike to the cliff top. It shouldn’t take you more than twenty minutes,” he commented. “Let me radio them and see if they’ve gotten there yet.”

He pulled a large black handset from his belt and put it to his mouth. “Bob, Chris, do you copy?”

“Copy, Dr. Green,” Chris responded. “Bob’s here with me. I think we located the place. We’re photographing it now.”

“Great work, gentlemen,” Green said and replaced the handset.

“Is there any sign of foul play or do you think she fell?” Genevieve asked.

“I can’t say anything definitively yet. Maybe she didn’t realize how close she was to the edge and just slipped and fell. Whether she had help or not remains to be seen,” he told her.

“Let’s head up there and check it out,” Alex said as he jerked his head in the direction of the cliff.

“I’ll join you, if that’s okay,” the park ranger spoke up. “My name is Ted. I’m the head park ranger here.”

They each shook Ted’s hand and introduced themselves. Ted led the way to the trailhead and they followed behind him single file. The trail was well-marked with small clumps of grass and wildflowers scattered along the edge. It made a turn to the left just a few steps into their journey. Genevieve looked around Ted and saw a series of switchbacks ahead. They quickly gained altitude and reached the cliff top in less than ten minutes.

“It’s a fairly easy little hike. People like to come up here to take photos or have a picnic. There isn’t a lot of shade, but the view is nice,” Ted remarked. “It looks like your people are just up ahead.”

“Ted, did you know Ms. Frobish?” Genevieve asked him.

He raised and lowered both hands as though pantomiming a scale. “Well, I knew her, but not well. She hiked here by herself a lot, so I knew who she was.”

“Do you have a lot of solo hikers? I’ve always been taught to hike with a buddy,” Alex remarked.

“The safest way is to hike in threes, but we get some people out here on their own from time to time. Ms. Frobish was out here pretty much every week, though,” he told them.

Genevieve saw Bob and Chris to their right. Bob was photographing the ground while Chris was taking an impression of a footprint. A sign near the lookout read, “DANGER! STEEP DROP!” She wanted to get a look at the footprints too, but wasn’t sure what they’d photographed yet.

“Ted, hold up. Let’s not step along the trail here yet. I want to make sure they photographed all of this.” She hollered at the CSU team. “Bob, did you get photos along the trail here first?”

“We took photos all the way up the trail,” Bob called back to her. “It’s all well-documented now.”

She and Alex joined him near the edge. The location looked like a popular lookout. Two rows of pine trees thinned out to an opening by the cliff. You could see down into the valley and the creek that ran through the park. It was rather picturesque. She took a step closer to look at the smattering of footprints Bob was photographing.

“It kind of looks like someone was pacing in a circle. Could they have been on the phone?” she asked Bob.

Bob grabbed his radio and clicked a button on the side of it. “Dr. Green, is there a cell phone with the victim?”

The radio cackled with static before Dr. Green’s voice broke through. “There wasn’t one in her vest. Let me check her other pockets...just a moment...ah, here we go. The screen is cracked pretty badly, but we might still be able to get something from it.”

“Hmm...if she was pacing while talking on the phone, would she have really taken the time to try to put her phone in her pocket when she fell?” Genevieve asked.

“Seems like a stretch to me too,” Alex commented. “Can I see the photos you took of the ground here?”

Bob held the camera out to Alex. “You can scroll through them with this button.”

Genevieve moved closer to Alex to look at the images too. He was almost eighteen inches taller than her, so he had to lower the camera for her to see the screen. Several footprints littered the ground. She reached around Alex’s hand to zoom in.

“It looks like all the prints were made by the same boot...I mean, it looks like one left foot and one right foot of the same-sized shoe,” she observed and looked from the camera screen to the ground to confirm.

“Surely she wasn’t the only person to hike up here today,” Alex said to Ted. “I suppose she may have walked around so much she covered up all the prints before her.”

“It’s probably our most popular hike in the park. It’s the closest to the parking lot and the shortest, unless you want to continue on exploring in that direction,” Ted pointed to his left, where the copse of pine trees obscured the rest of the trail. “I suspect most people go near the edge to take photos regardless of how far they plan to hike.”

“I noticed the sign warning people of the drop,” Genevieve commented. “Have you had people fall from here before?”

“It’s pretty rare, but yes, it does happen,” the park ranger replied solemnly.

Alex zoomed out of the photo and clicked the button to see the previous photo. The next few images had a small ruler next to a footprint to help gauge the size of the print. He clicked through a few more images.

“Where is the image from the trail over to the lookout?” Alex asked Bob.

Bob reached for the camera and clicked the button a few times. “This is where we started taking photos...and this is on the switchback section of the trail...and here’s the cliff top right by the edge of the trail.”

Genevieve tilted her head to the right and leaned in to look more closely at the image. “But there aren’t any prints here. It’s pretty dry, but wouldn’t there be something?”

Bob shrugged. “I would expect to see something, especially with all the prints over here, but maybe someone spread a blanket down here and inadvertently erased her footprints.”

She scrunched her nose. “I suppose that’s possible, but there aren’t any footprints leading away from the area. The people having a picnic would have made footprints too. Something feels off.” She turned to Ted. “Does the park have cameras near the entrance or in the parking lot?”

The park ranger nodded his head. “We have one on each side of the payment booth: one for those coming in and one for those leaving. There’s only one camera for the parking lot. I’m not sure how much of the lot is visible on that one.”

“We need to review the footage. I’m not sure if we’re looking for possible witnesses or what at this point, but I agree with my partner. The lack of footprints here is disturbing,” Alex told him.

“Let’s head back down the trail. I can let you review the footage from the cameras at the ranger station,” Ted replied.

“Just one second,” Genevieve said to him before turning back to Bob and Chris. “Dr. Green mentioned our victim was missing some fingernails. Did you find those anywhere?”

Bob shook his head no. “We’re going to try flying the drone over here to see if we can locate them. Her nail polish is pretty bright, so that might help.”

She nodded. “Lead the way, Ted. We’re right behind you.”

* * * * *
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THE MESSENGER BAG IN the front seat of Cari Turnlyle’s car buzzed repeatedly. She checked her watch to see who was calling and realized it wasn’t a call at all: it was a flurry of texts and emails from her co-workers. As the lead journalist at the local newspaper, the Brenington Beagle, she often got called out to interview witnesses or first responders. These messages would have to wait. She’d heard a report on the police scanner of a dead body turning up at the nearby state park. She wanted to interview the two witnesses before they left the scene.

She pulled up to the payment hut and rolled down her window. A young man in a ranger uniform smiled.

“Hi, ma’am. Welcome to the state park. Please be advised, we have some police activity near the first trailhead in the park. It’s the Dacy Trail; please avoid that area for the time being. The entrance fee is five dollars. We take cash or card,” he explained.

Cari didn’t want to get flagged as a reporter immediately, so she feigned concern. “Police activity? Is it safe to be in the park today? I was hoping to get some exercise.”

The young man shook his head. “Everything is perfectly safe. No need for alarm. Um, was that cash or card?”

Cari flashed a smile and fished her business credit card out of her wallet. It didn’t say “Brenington Beagle” on it, so she felt safe using it. “Card.”

He swiped the card and handed her the receipt to sign.

“Just drive straight ahead to enter the parking lot. Here’s a map of the park. Please stay on the trails at all times...and leave it cleaner than you found it,” he instructed her.

“Will do. Thanks,” she responded as she hit the button to put her window up.

She saw the medical examiner’s van parked in the lot and knew that meant the body was still present. Bob’s car was parked on the opposite side of the lot. She pulled into a spot near the large map of the park and turned off the car. Behind her, a young man tossed a backpack into the trunk of a vehicle and slammed it closed. She decided to take a gamble and talk to him. The scanner had reported two witnesses and she could see a woman’s profile in the front seat. Cari grabbed her bag and hurried over to their vehicle.

“Hi there! Excuse me, hi!” she repeated herself when the man didn’t look her way immediately.

His head swung her way and he gave her a quizzical look. “Can I help you?”

“I hope so. My name is Cari Turnlyle. I work for the Beagle,” she extended her hand and he shook it.

“Devon Shaul,” the tall man told her. “My wife and I were just leaving. We’ve had a bit of a shock and she wants to go back to the hotel.”

Cari nodded her head. “I understand. I was hoping to speak with you about the accident. Just a few questions. It won’t take long.”

Devon looked over his shoulder at his wife. “Let me check with Stacia.”

Cari waited while he walked around the vehicle and opened his wife’s door. He spoke too quietly for her to hear, but gestured her way a couple of times. The woman in the front seat shook her head no repeatedly. Devon looked at Cari and shrugged.

“I’m sorry, she’s not up for it,” he apologized. “We didn’t really see anything anyway.”

Cari’s hopefulness faded. “Is there anything you can tell me about the victim? Name? Age? Race?”

He shrugged again. “Um, they said her name is Elaine Frobish. She’s older ish, but I didn’t look too closely. Maybe sixties? I’m a terrible judge of age, though. She could be forty-five for all I know. She’s white, dark hair with some grey in it. Seems like she fell. That’s really all I know.”

“I appreciate your time,” Cari said as he turned to get into the car. “Would you take my card in case you or your wife feel up for talking more later?”

He looked at her with irritation in his eyes. “I guess. We’re supposed to be on our honeymoon, though. This isn’t really what I had planned.”

Cari swallowed and handed him the card. “Congrats on your marriage. Best wishes,” she said somewhat half-heartedly.

She walked back to where her car was parked and looked at the park map. Her phone continued to buzz and ping with messages, but since none of them had her boss’ name attached, she continued to ignore them. She peered beyond the large map and could see an officer positioned at the trailhead. He wasn’t going to let her pass. She was about to get back in her car when she heard some familiar voices. Genevieve and Alex were following a park ranger toward the parking lot. Alex was not her biggest fan, so rather than agitate him, she ducked between two cars. Maybe Genevieve would be free to chat later.

Once they were out of sight, she got into her car and pulled her cell phone out of her bag. She had missed an email from her boss’ secretary, Michelle and over ten texts from several of her co-workers. Bryson Millar had asked her to call him as soon as she had the opportunity. She touched the phone icon next to his name and waited for the call to connect.

“Hey, Cari...did you see the email from Michelle?” Bryson asked. He never made small talk.

“I haven’t had a chance to read it yet, but my phone has been lighting up with messages for the past fifteen minutes. What’s going on?” she asked him.

“Ollaman had Michelle send out a staff-wide email regarding an emergency meeting. There are rumors he’s going to lay some people off. Have you heard anything?” Bryson asked in a hushed tone. She figured he must be at his desk or in the hallway and didn’t want to attract attention.

“Lay people off? But why? Has something changed?” Cari asked in confusion.

“I don’t want to get ahead of myself here, but I’ve seen things like this happen with other newspapers. When I interviewed with the Beagle last year, everything seemed to be good, financially speaking. Now, I’m not so sure,” Bryson said slowly. “At my last paper in New Mexico, it started just like this. I overheard Ollaman mention subscriptions were decreasing.”

“Subscriptions are always up and down though. People move away and cancel their subscription. New people move here and sign up in their place. It evens out,” Cari said flippantly. “How bad is it?”

“I heard him on the phone earlier this week. His office door was open as I was leaving for the day. I just caught a few snippets. The newspaper business is not what it once was. Think about it. How many local, in-print newspapers are there any more? Even getting some of the big name, mainstream papers in print is a challenge. My cousin had something published in one of those a while back and my grandma had to go to eight different stores before she could get a real copy,” he told her.

Cari brushed off a feeling of unease. The Beagle had been around for ages. Ollaman wouldn’t shut it down. That was ludicrous! “When is the meeting?”

“It starts in half an hour. It’s supposedly mandatory. Where are you?” he asked.

“At the state park. Some hikers found a body...it’s a developing story. I’ll head back now after I do one more thing. Thanks for keeping me in the loop.”

She ended the call and looked back at the payment booth. She could see cameras installed likely with the intention of getting license plate images of those entering and exiting the park. She figured there was a chance it had a digital read out and wanted to get a look at the list. If Genevieve and Alex were investigating, odds were high the woman was murdered. She started her car and backed out of her spot. She pulled alongside the booth and rolled down her window. The young man inside turned to look her way.

“Can I help you with something?” he asked cautiously. “Hey, I just realized who you are! You’re the journalist who has solved all those murders for the police.”

Cari blushed and hoped to portray a humble expression. “I’ve assisted where I could. The police and detectives do the heavy lifting...so...I noticed your cameras and wondered if you get a digital list of the plates that go through here?” Cari asked and flashed a smile.

He smiled back. “It just does video footage, but we can save stills of each vehicle if necessary.”

“What would necessitate that action?” she asked with her eyebrows raised.

“Well, the death today definitely will. Even if it was an accident, we’ll want to get images so we can assist as needed...um, if there’s an investigation.”

Cari pulled a business card from her messenger bag. “Any chance I could get a copy of the images from today?”

“Um, I, uh, we, I don’t think we’re supposed to share people’s information with the public,” he stammered.

She smiled and flicked her wrist. “I’m not trying to steal anyone’s identity. I’m just trying to...assist the police in whatever way I can. Sometimes I see things they miss, you know?”

He shook his head no. “Sorry. I need this job and can’t risk getting fired.”

“I understand. Thanks anyway,” she told him and put her window back up.

She checked her watch; she was just barely going to get to the meeting on time. She couldn’t imagine the Beagle closing its doors. Was her job really at risk?
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T

he ranger station’s security office felt cramped with three adults squeezing around the small computer screen. Genevieve ran a hand over her dark hair even though it was pulled into a bun at the base of her head. She was feeling somewhat claustrophobic. Ted clicked a few more keys and the feeds from the cameras finally appeared on the screen.

“Okay, top left is the entrance camera, top right is the exit, and the bottom one is the parking lot,” he explained.

“Got it. Let’s back them up to half past one,” Alex requested. “Green said the time of death was between two and two-thirty. It’s a short hike, so hopefully, we’ll see her come in.”

“Frobish drives a Subaru Outback...it’s dark blue and has a park pass in the windshield,” Genevieve said and also read off the victim’s license plate number. “The witnesses are in a Chevy Malibu, silver, so we can watch for them too.”

Ted dialed the time back to 1:30 p.m. on each feed and hit play. “I’ll put it on double time unless you want to watch it slower.”

“Double is great, but be ready to pause it,” Alex responded. “I’ll watch the entrance feed, Viacorte, you take the parking lot, and Ted, can you monitor the exit?”

They both nodded in agreement as vehicles moved across the three views.

“Pause it,” Alex instructed Ted. “I’ve got a dark Subaru entering...never mind. Wrong license plate and a dude is driving.”

Ted clicked resume on the feed. Genevieve watched several other vehicles park. The occupants ranged from couples to families with young children. Alex spoke again.

“There she is. Dark blue Subaru Outback. Plate matches. See her in the parking lot?” he asked.

“I got her,” Genevieve replied.

Ted paused the other feeds and slowed the playback speed to half. The three of them watched the middle-aged woman park her hatchback. She exited the vehicle and popped the trunk to remove a backpack and two hiking poles.

“Did they find a backpack with her?” Genevieve asked.

“I don’t know. I’ll get Green on the phone to ask,” Alex said as he pulled out his phone. “Hey, Green. Does the vic have a backpack on or near her? Grey? Yeah, that’s what we’re seeing. Okay, thanks.”

Alex put his phone away. “The ME says they found a grey backpack near the hiking poles. It had a water bottle and some snacks in it.”

Genevieve checked the time stamp. “Okay, she parked at about 1:40 p.m. and walked to the trailhead. We can’t see her once she gets a few steps along the trail, but we know she made it to the top. Let’s see who else goes up.”

Ted set the speed back to double. They watched for several minutes before a father with his young son started up the trail. Genevieve recorded the license plate so they could track the duo down and ask if they saw anyone on their hike. Two minutes later, the pair returned to the parking lot. The son had a big scrape on his leg and was in tears. His dad cleaned it up with a first aid kit, then loaded everything back in the car. They drove away. She didn’t cross them off the list but figured they didn’t see much in the short amount of time they were hiking. A silver Chevy pulled into the spot next to the Outback and the Shauls got out.

“That’s it? No one else was on the trail?” Alex asked incredulously. “Is there another way into the park?”

The park ranger shook his head. “Not by car, and really, there shouldn’t be anyone able to access it by foot either. They’d have to climb a barbed wire fence and find a way across the river on the far northwest side of the park. The fence is lined with ‘No Trespassing’ signs.”

“If someone pushed Ms. Frobish, I’m guessing they aren’t too concerned about a possible trespassing violation,” Genevieve remarked. “But, hey, do you have cameras along the fence line?”

Ted sighed. “No, it’s too big of an expense. We haven’t had a problem with people trying to gain illegal access to the park since we put up the fence. And, honestly, we rarely had a problem before that. It’s pretty challenging to get into the park that way.”

“But not impossible?” Alex pressed him.

“An experienced outdoorsman could do it,” Ted admitted.

“Or he got here a lot earlier,” Genevieve suggested slowly. “I assume you’ve had people in and out of the park all day?”

Ted nodded in confirmation. “I don’t know how many, but yeah, it’s been busy as usual.”

“If we didn’t see the guy leave, maybe he’s still here,” Genevieve said, suddenly anxious to go check the lot again.

Alex stood up. “Let’s go call in all the plates of the vehicles still here. Ted, can you get us an image of all the vehicles coming into the park today?”

Ted nodded enthusiastically. “That’s pretty standard whenever we have an...event like this. It will take me some time, but I can do it.”

“Do people ever camp in the park?” Genevieve asked. She willed him to say no. If that was the case, they could have to go back several days to look through images.

“Yes, but we haven’t had anyone camping with a trailer or otherwise since Tuesday. The parking lot has been empty at the close of the day the last two days,” he responded.

“That’s a relief. Send us a copy of your video feeds and the images you save. We can run the plates easily enough,” she told him and handed him one of her cards.

They rushed back out to the parking lot. Genevieve’s heart sank. The lot had been much fuller when they’d walked through just half an hour ago. Only ten or fifteen cars were still in the lot. She hoped they had a clear image of all the vehicles that left while they were reviewing the footage. She looked back at the ranger station. She couldn’t decide if they should go get a list of all the plates they’d missed first or figure out who was still here.

“C’mon, Viacorte. Let’s get these called in. Then we can see who left,” Alex barked at her.

She took out her phone and dialed the station. Her old friend Kurt answered the phone.

“Detective Viacorte, how can I help you this afternoon?” he asked.

“I need you to run a few plates for us. If anyone has a rap sheet, I need to know,” she told him.

“I’m ready,” he told her.

She read off the first plate and waited for him to respond.

“You found a widowed grandmother, age sixty-seven,” Kurt informed her.

“Probably not her, but save her information for me,” Genevieve said and gave him the next plate. Alex was at the opposite end of the lot on his phone. He gave her a thumbs down to say he hadn’t gotten a good hit yet either.

“Retired couple in their fifties. What else do you have?” Kurt asked.

She gave him the rest of the plates on her side of the lot, but none of them seemed promising. Alex was walking quickly her way.

“I think my partner might have something, so I can’t chat. Thanks for the help, Kurt,” she said and ended the call. “What did you find, Alex?”

“One of the drivers has an assault conviction from a decade ago. He’s in his forties. I’m going to boot the car. He won’t be able to leave without talking to us,” Alex told her.

“Do you want to get a list of the cars that left while we were in the ranger station?” she asked him.

He shrugged. “Might as well just look at those with the rest of the drivers from earlier in the day.”

“What if the guy sees the boot on his car and takes off into the wilderness?” Genevieve asked.

“I’ll call Green and have him send one of the officers over to keep watch,” Alex offered and looked at his watch. “We can start reviewing the footage while we wait for him to get back to his car.”

She nodded and walked back to the ranger station. Alex caught up to her before she reached the door. He knocked quickly and then opened it with his free hand.

“Can you send someone up to keep an eye on a vehicle for us?” Alex asked. “Yeah, I’ll have Viacorte text you the plate number. It’s a silver Accord.”

He ended the call and then took out his notebook to get the plate number. “It’s this one,” he said pointing at a number with an asterisk by it. “Can you text it to Green?”

“You’re such an old man. When are you going to get a real phone?” she asked.

“Not until they make me,” he responded.

* * * * *
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CARI HURRIED INTO THE newspaper office. The email said the meeting was supposed to start at 4:30 p.m. in the large conference room. She saw Bryson walking that way and caught up with him.

“Is everyone here?” she whispered as they approached the room.

He shrugged. “I don’t know. We have so many interns coming and going...I can’t keep everyone straight half the time.”

They pulled open the door to the conference room. Ollaman stood at the head of the table. He was giving instructions to Michelle, who was typing rapidly on a laptop. Cari and Bryson sat in two of the remaining empty chairs just as Ollaman cleared his throat.

“Good afternoon, everyone. Thanks for getting back here, those of you who were away from your desks. This won’t take long, but I wanted everyone to hear it from me,” he said as he flexed and released his hands repeatedly. “The printed newspaper business is a dying entity. I’m sure you’re aware of how rare it is to still have an in-print, local newspaper. Many Americans read their news online, on social media, or they just watch it on TV. The Beagle has survived through generous local sponsors and subscriptions, but both of these are decreasing. Before anyone panics, I’m not giving up, but I am going to have to make a few changes. With Michelle’s help, I’ve outlined these changes and printed a copy for each of you. I’ll be having a one-on-one meeting with every employee in the coming days to explain how these changes affect you. Michelle will send you a meeting invite for those.”

Several hands went up with questions. Ollaman lifted his own hands and moved them down. “I’m not going to take any questions right now. Please take the information packet home and look through it. I’ll answer any questions you have in our follow-up meetings. That’s all for now. Thank you.”

Everyone picked up a packet from in front of Michelle and slowly filed out of the room. A lot of people looked shocked, but some were angry. Cari knew Ollaman loved the Beagle and would do whatever he could to keep it afloat. She followed Bryson to his cubicle.

“I guess the rumors were true,” she said to him.

He nodded. “Yeah, this is how it begins. It’s a hard business these days. Some papers have been able to transition to digital only, but it still costs money. Employee salaries, website fees, benefits...it all adds up. And if you can get the news for free elsewhere, why would you pay to get it here?”

Cari swallowed. “All valid points. I wonder what changes he’s planning to make.”

“I don’t want to be presumptuous, but in my experience, they cut back on benefits pretty quickly. I’m guessing the internship program will go from paid to unpaid, if it hasn’t already,” he told her matter-of-factly.

“Benefits? Like, we could lose our health insurance?” Cari asked in a panicked voice.

He shook his head. “No, as long as he has over fifteen employees, they still have to provide some sort of healthcare package. It’s just not going to be as good. Like an increase in our deductible for fewer services, that kind of thing.”

Cari grimaced. “I guess I should go read through this. It doesn’t sound very promising.”

She stood up to walk around to her cubicle and saw Ollaman exiting the conference room. He jerked his head toward his office, indicating she should join him. She felt her hands grow sweaty; she didn’t think he was going to start the face-to-face meetings today. Was he cutting her loose? He unlocked the door and pushed it open for her.

“Turnlyle, have a seat,” he said as they entered his office.

She slid the information packet into her messenger bag and sat down in the chair. Ollaman’s mannerisms seemed relaxed and casual, but she never felt like she read his nonverbal cues well. He cleared his throat and sat down behind the desk.

“I have a story I’d like you to piece together,” he began and she looked him in the eye. “Oh, relax, Turnlyle. I’m not going to fire anyone if I can help it.”

She tried to smile but figured she was grimacing at best. “Of course, sir. What’s the story?”

“We’ve had a lot of new businesses spring up in the area over the last few months. I’d like you to put a list together, preferably by trade. Don’t just include those in Brenington, do the surrounding area as well: Lander, Pfinning, and Green Mountain. Include new neighborhoods and apartment complexes too. Everything new in the last...let’s say eight months. It would be great if you could get a quote from some of the owners too,” he added.

Cari pulled out her notebook. “I’m going to write this down so I don’t forget anything. I’m guessing City Hall probably has a record of the new builds in Brenington. They probably had to issue permits, right?”

He nodded. “Seems likely. I’m hoping if we can put together a nice article about what’s up-and-coming in the area, those businesses will notice and we might be able to scare up some new sponsors for the paper.”

Cari gulped. “I’ll do my best, sir. What’s the deadline for this?”

“A-S-A-P!” he said clapping his hands. “The sooner the better.”

“Got it. I’m going to call or email the Chamber of Commerce for each of the towns before I head out for the day. I’ll probably start the day at City Hall tomorrow to track down the new neighborhoods and complexes,” she said and put her notebook away.

“Good plan. Thanks, Turnlyle,” he said. “Did you find anything out about the body in the state park?”

She nodded. “It sounds like she fell over the edge. I talked to the couple who found her; they didn’t know much. It might have just been an accident.”

“Well, keep me posted as usual,” he remarked and then glanced at the office door.

She took it as a sign the meeting was over and got up from the chair. She looked at her watch. It was just after five. She wasn’t sure if Bob would be finished at the state park by this point. Maybe she could look over the packet and then call him to see if he could meet for dinner later. She wasn’t sure what to expect inside the packet. Maybe it wouldn’t be as bad as Bryson predicted.

She draped her messenger bag over her desk chair after removing her notebook from it. The number for the Brenington Chamber of Commerce was taped to her computer screen. She punched it into her desk phone and waited for someone to pick up. The line rang twice and clicked.

“You have reached the Brenington Chamber of Commerce. Our office hours are Monday thru Thursday, eight a.m. to five p.m. Eastern Time and on Fridays, eight a.m. to noon. Please leave a message and we’ll get back to you as soon as we can.”

A beep sounded in her ear and she returned the receiver to its place without leaving a message. She could just as easily send an email. She unlocked her computer and pulled up her work email account. Part of her wanted to ask one of the interns to compile the information for her, but she knew most of them were gone for the day. She had interacted with the BCC on numerous occasions, but was less familiar with those from the neighboring towns. She did a quick internet search to find their contact information. She started with the BCC, then copied the text before hitting send. The message only needed to be tweaked slightly for each recipient. She asked for a list of new businesses in their towns for the last eight months as well as the owner’s name and contact information. She tried to envision what the final article would look like. In her mind, it could take up several pages.
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Chapter 3
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G

enevieve yawned and rolled her head from one side to the other. They had been reviewing the video footage for close to an hour. She was writing down license plates of any single occupant vehicle while Alex gave the number to dispatch. Alex’s phone buzzed with an incoming call.

“Runimoss,” he said into his phone, then paused. “We’ll be right there.”

“Boot?” Genevieve asked hopefully.

He nodded. “Let’s go talk to him. He didn’t run off when he saw the boot, but it sounds like he isn’t very happy about it.”

They exited the ranger station and walked to the far side of the parking lot. A young man in his late teens, possibly early twenties, stood near the Accord with his arms crossed. He had on a baseball hat and khaki shorts. His brown hair stuck out from the edge of the cap and his freckled skin looked a bit sunburned.

“I thought you said the guy was in his forties. Who’s this?” Genevieve asked.

Alex shrugged. “Maybe it’s his kid.”

They reached the young man and pulled out their badges.

“Detectives Runimoss and Viacorte,” Alex said quickly. “Is this your car?”

The kid glared at Alex before he responded. “It’s my dad’s. Why? Did he not pay a ticket or something? I paid the entry fee.”

“What’s your name?” Alex asked. “Let’s see your driver’s license.”

“Zeke. Short for Ezekiel,” he said as he pulled a wallet from the cargo shorts. “Here.”

“Is your dad here with you?” Genevieve asked as she looked at his license. He was twenty years old and lived in Brenington. She handed the license back.

“No. He’s at work. Where else would he be? You guys keep tabs on him. You should know,” he grumbled.

“What time did you get to the park today?” Alex asked him.

“Early. Like before nine,” he said. “I thought I was meeting my girlfriend for a picnic, but she decided to break up with me instead. I ate the food alone in my car and then I’ve just been wandering the trails up there since. Then, I get back down here and find out you guys booted my ride.”

Genevieve cringed. “I’m sorry to hear that, Zeke. We’re investigating the death of a woman in the park today—”

“And you wanted to pin it on my dad? He served his time and he’s just a regular citizen now. You guys just won’t leave him alone. Every time something happens, it seems like someone is pointing fingers at him,” Zeke glowered at her.

“I’m sorry you feel that way, Zeke. We’re trying to be thorough. Your dad’s rap sheet caught our eye. Clearly, he’s not involved. We’ll get the boot removed and you can be on your way. I hope the rest of your day gets better,” Genevieve said gently.

Alex knelt down and punched in a code. The boot released from the tire. He put his hand out to shake Zeke’s hand.

“No hard feelings?” Alex asked.

Zeke gave his hand a cursory shake and then got into his car without looking back.

“Guess we can cross that plate off the list,” Genevieve said as he drove out of the lot.

“Our shift is basically over. We can look through more plates tomorrow or Monday,” Alex said. “Green hasn’t even declared it an official homicide yet, so I’m in no rush.”

She rubbed the back of her neck. “Don’t have to tell me twice.”

* * * * *
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CARI KICKED OFF HER shoes in the direction of her bedroom and sat down on the sofa. She pulled out the ominous packet and put it on the coffee table. She clenched and unclenched her fists a few times. Ollaman hadn’t said the packet had bad news in it; maybe she was building up all this anxiety for no reason. She grabbed her water bottle and realized it was empty. She decided to refill it and then start reading through the information.

Her phone buzzed with an incoming call on her way back to the sofa.

“Hey, Bob! Are you finished out at the park?” she asked.

“Yeah, we’re back at the lab sorting through samples. I’m going to help Chris get all of this logged and then be on my way. Want me to pick up some food for dinner?” he
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