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  Chapter 1

Brett can jump in a lake


“Have you seen what Brett’s been posting online?” Alex asked. 
Sydney scowled as she opened the oven in her apartment’s kitchen, releasing a wave of heat along with a garlicky scent.
“No,” she said. “I can think of about five thousand things I’d rather do on the internet than read Brett’s posts.” 
She surveyed the pizza on the top rack. Bubbly mozzarella cheese and a crispy brown crust—it was done. 
“Every other day he’s writing about what a tough time he’s having after the divorce.” Sitting on a barstool at the kitchen counter, Alex wore a pinched expression on her normally sweet face. An oversized sweater engulfed her tall, thin frame, and she had dirty blond hair cut in a short, shaggy style. “He’s all, ‘Woe is me. I’m in such a bad place mentally.’”
“Painting himself as the victim despite him cheating on her.” Sydney put on her oven mitts and pulled out the pizza. “Why am I not surprised?”
“I don’t know if he’s trying to get back together with Savannah or just wants her to feel guilty for leaving him,” Alex said.
Sydney pulled off her oven mitts, which were black with a skeleton hand design, and placed them next to a dish towel decorated with skulls. Yes, she’d bought the set during Halloween, and yes, she used them year-round. Dressed from head to toe in black, her long hair dyed bright blue, and bearing a collection of tattoos and piercings, Sydney had very specific tastes in home decor.
“You think he’s writing the posts for Savannah specifically?” Sydney asked. “He could just be wanting attention in general. The guy’s a narcissist.”
Alex took a knowing sip from her wineglass. “Yeah, but he sent her a text about how depressed he’s been feeling lately. Then he backtracked and said he meant to send it to someone else, but you know that’s BS.”
The thought briefly crossed Sydney’s mind that maybe Brett was depressed and needed help, but she dismissed it quickly. In all the years Brett had been married to her sister, Sydney had never seen any sign that he truly cared for her. But he did know how to manipulate her.
“She needs to block his number,” Sydney said, slicing the pizza with much more force than necessary.
Alex rolled her eyes. “She says she’s afraid he won’t be able to reach her if there’s an emergency.”
“What kind of emergency? He falls out of bed and breaks a leg while sleeping with yet another woman?”
Before Alex could reply, a knock came at the door. Savannah let herself in a second later, scraping her boots against the doormat to shake loose snow and salt. Her skin was as pale as Sydney’s, and she had bags under her eyes from staring at a computer screen too late into the night, her brown hair pulled back into a messy ponytail. 
(“You’d be so much prettier if you put a little effort into your appearance,” Brett had told her in front of Sydney once. When Sydney had torn into him, he’d insisted he was just trying to help.)
“It smells good in here.” Savannah unwound her scarf and shrugged out of her coat. “What’s cooking?”
“Pizza,” Sydney said.
“You know you can get that delivered, right?” Savannah asked. “It’s some of the cheapest and easiest food in the world.”
“This is better.” Sydney put a slice on a plate, garnished it with fresh basil, and handed it to her. “Trust me.”
The three sisters settled on the couch and chatted as they ate. The weekly dinner was a tradition Sydney and Alex had been keeping up for years, and it was only after her divorce that Savannah had joined in. Sydney was glad to have her older sister back, though Savannah herself seemed conflicted. She missed Brett despite his affair, so it was Sydney and Alex’s job to keep her busy so she wouldn’t wallow.
“A yurt?” Sydney repeated, listening to Alex’s getaway plans. “That’s seriously your idea of a good vacation?”
“It’s going to be amazing,” Alex gushed. “It’s a half-mile hike from the parking lot to get there—totally surrounded by nature. And the park is full of trails. Lakes, waterfalls, overlooks—you name it.”
“But is there electricity?” Savannah asked.
“Nope.” Alex beamed like that was a positive. “It uses a wood-burning stove for heat.”
“Running water?” Savannah pressed. “A bathroom?”
“No again,” Alex replied. “There’s an outhouse.”
Sydney shook her head. “And Heidi agreed to go? She must really love you.”
Alex sighed contentedly. “Yeah…” She snapped out of the goofy, lovesick grin she always got while talking about her girlfriend and looked at Savannah. “Any progress on the house-hunting front?”
Savannah’s shoulders slumped. “No. I’ve looked at a few condos, but they were really old and needed too much work for the price the owners were asking.” She picked at her pizza crust. “There’s just not a lot on the market right now. And I’m grateful to Dad for letting me stay with him—really—but I need to get my own place soon or I’m going to lose my mind.”
“You could always rent a yurt,” Sydney said with a smirk.
“Oh, hush.” Alex gave Sydney a light shove. “And hey, couldn’t you sublease your apartment to her?”
“Not with how they’re jacking up the rent. That’s why I’m moving out.”
She gestured at the half-packed boxes around her living room.
“Oh,” said Alex. “And here I thought it was because you were finally moving in with your boyfriend. So you’re motivated by money, not love.”
Sydney threw a pillow at her.
She and Logan had been talking about moving in together for a while. They’d just pushed up the timeline a little with her lease running out.
“Is he going to propose soon?” Alex asked. “I can’t plan your wedding until you get engaged.”
“That’s a lie,” Savannah said. “She’s already planning your wedding. She texts me pictures of bridesmaid dresses she thinks you’d like.”
Sydney refilled her wineglass. She wasn’t blushing. She wasn’t. “When are you leaving for your vacation again?”
Alex rolled her eyes but went along with the subject change. “The day after tomorrow. We’re heading out early. It’s a long drive to the Upper Peninsula.”
“Text me when you get to the yurt,” Sydney said. “Winter hikes can be dangerous. I don’t want you getting lost and freezing to death.”
Although if Alex kept teasing her about Logan, Sydney might revise that opinion.
“I will,” Alex promised.
Sydney pulled out the chocolate marshmallow cookies she’d brought home from the bakery for them to share, and they started their usual argument over what movie to watch. For three people who’d been raised in the same household, they had startlingly different tastes. Eventually, they settled on Alien, which satisfied Sydney’s love of horror, Savannah’s sci-fi obsession, and Alex’s celebrity crush on Sigourney Weaver.
They were fifteen minutes into the movie when Savannah’s phone dinged with a text. She picked it up and frowned, worry lines deepening around her eyes as she read the message.
“Who is it?” Sydney asked, leaning over nosily and seeing the answer for herself.
“Brett,” Savannah said, her cheeks flushing.
Alex groaned. “What does he want now?”
“He found some of my stuff at the house and wants me to pick it up tomorrow.”
Sydney paused the movie. “It’s probably a box of junk he’s using as an excuse to see you.”
Savannah fiddled with a strand of hair that had come loose from her ponytail. “I don’t know. I haven’t been able to find my Star Trek phaser pistol or any of my models since I moved out. What if I left them?”
“Leave them,” Alex said. “You can always hit a toy store and buy new ones.”
“They’re not toys. They’re collectibles.” Savannah huffed. “And the phaser was used in an episode of Enterprise, so technically it’s an official prop. I should drive down and get it.”
“You don’t know that’s what Brett found,” Sydney pointed out.
“Yeah,” Alex agreed. “It’s probably in a box in Dad’s garage with your other stuff.”
Savannah looked at her phone instead of replying. She typed a message and sent it. A few seconds later, the reply came.
“He’s not saying what he found.” Savannah hunched, shoulders climbing toward her ears. “Just that he’ll throw it away if I don’t come get it by tomorrow.”
“That spiteful, slimy toad,” Alex muttered.
Savannah’s glare didn’t have any actual force behind it. “There’s no need for name-calling.”
“Yeah.” Sydney’s lips quirked. “Don’t insult toads by comparing them to Brett.”
Alex snickered, but she quickly sobered when Savannah sent another text.
“What’d you say?” Alex asked.
“That I’ll be there at eight,” Savannah replied.
Sydney and Alex exchanged a look over Savannah’s head as their sister chugged wine, oblivious.
“I’ll go for you,” Sydney said. “Tomorrow’s my day off.”
Savannah jerked and wiped away the wine that splattered onto her chin. “I can’t ask you to do that. It’s too much trouble.”
“I was planning on going to Ann Arbor anyway,” Sydney lied. “I want to hit the bookstores.”
Ann Arbor had an amazing variety of independent bookstores. Sydney always found an interesting horror paperback or old gothic novel when she browsed them.
“I don’t know…” Savannah fidgeted with her phone. “It’s my problem…”
“But it’s no problem for me to stop by and pick it up,” Sydney argued. “It won’t take long. It’s not like Brett will want to talk to me.”
Whereas he would want to talk to Savannah. His texts were probably a ploy to see her face-to-face. Either he wanted to guilt-trip her or—worse—convince her to get back together with him. Savannah was finally starting to settle into life away from that self-absorbed butthole. Sydney didn’t want to give him the chance to get his claws into her sister again.
Savannah shifted on the couch cushion. “Well, if you’re sure…”
“I’m sure,” Sydney said firmly, and she resumed the movie to cut off any further argument.
As Savannah’s worried gaze drifted to the television screen, Alex shot Sydney an appreciative smile. Sydney nodded back, reassured that she’d done the right thing.
She would rather eat worms than spend time with Brett Epworth, but for Savannah…
Well, she’d be there at eight.






  
  Chapter 2

Finding a dead body is not a personality trait


The next morning, Sydney scraped ice off her car windows, brushed snow from the vehicle’s roof, and headed for Ann Arbor. It was about a half-hour drive from her hometown of Beaverfield, and it took around twenty minutes for the heater to fully warm the inside of her car. 
The road was well-salted and mostly free of snow, though Sydney still drove slowly and kept plenty of distance between herself and the car in front of her. Most of the other drivers were acting similarly cautiously—except for one bonehead weaving through traffic so they could go faster. Sydney cussed them out under her breath.
As the highway curved, she grimaced in anticipation of seeing Brett’s billboard. He owned a real estate business that his father had started, so his irritating face was plastered across billboards, buses, and benches in three counties.
But when Sydney rounded the curve, the sight startled a chuckle out of her. Brett's photo offered a friendly smile next to the slogan “Your Neighbor, Your Realtor,” but someone had spray-painted on a few additional touches. A handlebar mustache adorned Brett’s clean-shaven face in bright red. Devil horns sprouted from his perfectly coiffed golden hair, and two of his straight white teeth had been painted over to make it look like they were missing.
It was juvenile, the kind of thing a grade-schooler would draw on a photograph in their textbook, but it brightened Sydney’s mood. Someone out there felt exactly the same way about Brett as she did. If she ever met the spray-painting hero, she'd buy them a drink.
Now that Sydney had cheered up, the rest of the drive seemed to fly by. She pulled into Brett’s (and formerly Savannah’s) neighborhood, a newer development full of large, stately homes. Brett’s was a two-story Craftsman with blue-gray walls and white trim, five bedrooms, four bathrooms, and altogether too much house for two people, much less one now that he was living alone.
Sydney parked in the driveway and headed for the front door. Brett’s snow removal service must have already come by, because both the driveway and walkway were clear. A strange trail crossed the front lawn and curved around the side of the house. It wasn’t a properly shoveled path. It looked almost as if Brett had walked through the snow dragging a rake or something behind him. Probably the night before, since a light dusting of fresh snow covered the tracks.
The garage door was closed, so Sydney couldn’t see if Brett’s fancy sports car was parked inside. Her jaw tightened. It would be just like him to leave for work after making Savannah come all the way over here.
Sydney jabbed a finger against the doorbell and then crossed her arms as she waited. He had a video doorbell camera for security, so he should be able to see her, but seconds ticked by with no answer.
She hit the doorbell three more times in quick succession. When that didn’t work, she slammed her fist against the door.
“Brett! Open up! It’s Sydney. I’m here for Savannah’s stuff.”
No answer.
She glared at the camera. “Come on, Brett. I’m not leaving until you open the door.”
That wasn’t true. Sydney had better things to do than wait around all day, but she would be writing rude words in the snow on his front lawn before she left.
She banged on the door again. “Savannah’s not coming, Brett. Just let me in so we can get this over with.”
That didn’t work either. Sydney pulled out her phone and called him, having kept his number in her contact list so she could threaten him if he didn't leave Savannah alone. After several rings, it went to voicemail.
Grumbling, she stepped down from the front porch and hiked through the snowy yard to peer in the front window. The blinds were closed, but she didn’t see any hint of light behind them. Maybe the house was empty.
She texted Savannah.
Sydney

Brett’s not opening the door. Might not be home.

There’s not a spare key under the doormat or anything, is there?

The reply came almost immediately, which was good, because Sydney was freezing her butt off.
Savannah
There’s one under a rock by the birdbath unless he’s moved it.
Alarm code is 4398.
Sydney dug through the snow by the birdbath. By the time she found the key, her gloves were soaked, and her fingers were so cold they hurt. She jammed the key into the lock with a shaking hand and let herself inside. Immediately, she reached for the alarm keypad to the right of the door, but it wasn’t beeping. A light was on, but it didn't seem to be armed. Maybe Brett had forgotten to set it the night before.
“Brett?” Sydney called. “I’m coming in.”
She strode through the impressive foyer, hoping Brett wasn’t in the shower. (The idea of walking in on him naked was almost enough to send her running back out the door.) Expensive-looking paintings hung on the wall, and a glimmering crystal "Realtor of the Year" trophy sat on a display table next to artfully stacked books. But there was no box of Savannah’s stuff anywhere, so Sydney ventured deeper into the house.
The glass kitchen table was empty except for the salt and pepper shakers. The quartz countertops held unopened mail, and Sydney inspected the envelopes. Maybe something for Savannah had been delivered, and that was the stuff Brett had been talking about.
The only mail addressed to Savannah was junk, though that could still be what Brett had referred to in his texts. He was just using it as an excuse to see Savannah, after all.
Or was he? He wasn’t even home.
But there were his keys next to a flyer advertising deck furniture. Sydney recognized the leather keychain engraved with his initials. Savannah had bought it for him for his birthday. Was he home after all?
After checking the living room and finding no sign of Brett or anything belonging to Savannah, Sydney cautiously made her way upstairs. One bedroom had served as Savannah’s home office. Maybe whatever Brett had found was in there.
And maybe Sydney would stop inside Brett’s home office after and tilt all the framed photos on the wall a centimeter to the left. It was funny enough the first four times she’d done it.
Creeping down the hallway and feeling like a burglar, she couldn’t help but glance through the open doorway to the master bedroom. The large space was decorated in warm, neutral tones with a beautiful stone fireplace and a minibar built into the wall. She would have kept walking past it, except for the lump on the bed.
Had Brett slept through her knocking? Blackout curtains covered the windows, casting the room into darkness. The shape beneath the cream-colored comforter could have been a pile of pillows, but—no. There. A limp arm hung off the edge of the bed, the hand strikingly pale. 
“Brett?” Her voice shook.
No response came, not even a sleepy groan. A knot of dread formed in Sydney’s throat, though she couldn’t explain why. He had probably just drunk too much from the minibar before going to bed. Or maybe he was a heavy sleeper. Had Savannah ever mentioned something like that?
Sydney should go in and check, but she couldn’t force her stiff legs to move. What was wrong with her? Brett was just asleep. Worst-case scenario, he was ill and might need help. There was no reason for the nausea that was suddenly rocking her stomach.
Except… the smell. She hadn’t noticed it at first—at least not consciously. It was coppery and… sickeningly pungent, making a voice in the back of Sydney’s head scream at her to get out of there. Instead, legs shaking, Sydney stepped into the room to investigate.
Oh. That’s what death smells like.
Because Brett was lying in bed with the handle of a knife sticking out of his chest, his shiny silk pajama shirt soaked in blood.






  
  Chapter 3

The ex-wife is the obvious suspect


Two hours later, Sydney sat at Brett’s kitchen table as the police combed the house. A stocky middle-aged woman who’d introduced herself as Detective Guerrero sat across from her. Sydney had already given an account to a uniformed officer, and now she answered the same questions for the plainclothes detective. 
“What’s your relationship to Mr. Epworth?” Guerrero asked.
Sydney had spoken to the police three times before about different murders. You would think she’d be used to it by now, but her stomach still wriggled with nerves.
“He’s my sister’s ex-husband,” she said.
Guerrero scribbled something on a pad. “How long have they been divorced?”
A weight formed in Sydney’s gut. “Since November.”
“Was it an amicable split?”
And there was the question Sydney had been dreading. Should she lie? No, that could make things worse.
“Not exactly. He cheated on her, but—” Sydney leaned forward. “If you’re suspecting my sister, there’s no way she did it. She—” Sydney wanted to say Savannah still cared about Brett, but that wouldn’t prove her innocence. People could murder those they claimed to care for; Sydney had seen it firsthand. “She’s not a violent person,” Sydney said instead. “And I’m sure she was home all night. You can ask my dad—she’s living with him. I know the ex-wife is the obvious suspect, but she wouldn’t—”
“Ms. Farina.” Guerrero held up a hand to stop her stream of babble. “I’m not accusing your sister, just trying to establish some background information.”
Sydney wanted to relax but couldn’t quite trust the woman. What if her kindness was an act to encourage Sydney to open up?
“Okay,” Sydney said, since Guerrero seemed to be waiting for her to respond.
Guerrero absently twirled the pen in her hand. “So what were you doing here when you found the body?”
Breaking and entering, Sydney thought. She sat up straighter and explained about the text Brett had sent Savannah the night before.
“I figured he wanted to guilt-trip her or convince her to get back together, so I volunteered to come instead,” Sydney finished.
“You have a key?” 
Sydney forced herself not to squirm. “There’s a spare one under a rock in the front yard.”
Explanations like “I thought Brett was ignoring me” and “I was just going to grab Savannah’s stuff and leave” sprang to mind, but Sydney figured she should stick to the bare facts. Speaking of which...
“The security system wasn’t armed,” she added. “I don’t know if Brett forgot to set it last night or if the murderer turned it off...”
Did that mean the murderer was someone close to Brett? Or just someone who knew how to disable an alarm system? The alarm had been functional, so it wasn’t like the murderer had cut a wire or anything.
Guerrero scribbled another note in her pad. “That’s a good observation, thank you.”
Sydney gawked at the woman for a second. She was used to Heath Tatton, the police officer in Beaverfield who handled murder cases. He always dismissed her theories and observations. Was this what it felt like to be appreciated? Nobody truly understood how much Sydney worked her butt off to solve murder cases. She wasn’t calling herself a brilliant detective or anything, but she’d learned a thing or two. 
No, Guerrero was probably lulling her into a false sense of security so she could get enough information to accuse her of something. Sydney hadn’t wanted her sister to get back together with Brett. That meant she had a motive for the murder, and she had found the body. She’d probably be leaving Brett’s house in handcuffs.
Guerrero asked her several more questions, confirming that while Sydney had touched the mail downstairs, she hadn’t laid a finger on the corpse. (She had crept closer to the bed once she’d summoned her courage and observed multiple stab wounds on Brett’s chest.) Then the detective asked if Brett had been acting strangely recently or had any enemies that Sydney knew of, which Sydney couldn’t answer.
Savannah might know.
Sydney rubbed her face. “I don’t know how I’m going to tell Savannah about this.”
“You’re not.” Guerrero’s voice was gentle. “I’m sorry, but you can’t speak with her before we do.”
Sydney’s brain, still in shock over seeing Brett’s corpse, needed a moment to parse that. The police didn’t want to give her and Savannah a chance to coordinate their stories. Did they suspect Sydney wanted her sister to give her an alibi—or the other way around? Neither option was good. They were innocent, so it shouldn’t matter, but look at how that had worked out for Alex when she’d stumbled upon Drew Kita’s body in October. If Sydney hadn’t found the real killer, Alex might still be sitting in a jail cell awaiting trial.
“Detective Guerrero,” called another officer before Sydney could reply. “Can I have a minute?”
Guerrero stood. “Wait here,” she said to Sydney.
Sydney nodded absently. She tried to eavesdrop on Guerrero and the other officer’s conversation, but they were already moving up the stairs. Instead, she watched the police as they searched the kitchen and living room, hoping to spot something that would point to the killer. She needed to start paying attention. Brett Epworth had been murdered, and his phone number was in her contact list.
So Sydney would be getting a text message from his ghost.

      ***Sydney had gotten her first text message from beyond the grave after her boss’s murder the year before. She had thought it was a prank before finally accepting that she was texting a ghost. Sydney had investigated the murder, and her boss had moved on from purgatory once Sydney had caught the killer. It had been a bizarre and frightening experience, though it felt good to help her boss’s spirit find peace.
Sydney wished she could say that was the only time a dead person had contacted her, but she’d be lying. It had happened three more times after that, and if Brett texted, that would bring her grand total up to five.
Lucky her.
She still had no idea why it was happening. She’d even tried buying a new phone to no avail. For some strange reason, she had a direct line of communication to the afterlife. It hadn’t come with an instruction manual or any kind of training. It didn’t come with a salary either, which would have been nice. But Sydney had successfully fumbled her way through three murder investigations so far. Hopefully, she could keep up her streak.
By the time the police let her leave, her entire morning was gone. Stomach rumbling, she debated hitting a drive-through before remembering the smell of Brett’s corpse and losing her appetite. She drove to her dad’s house instead. Savannah would be there, and Sydney had finally gotten the okay from Detective Guerrero to talk to her.
Her dad lived in an older ranch-style house on the outskirts of Beaverfield. His closest neighbor was over a mile away, and he still complained about the area being too crowded. He owned four acres of land, most of it left untouched as woodland. He kept a garden in the back, though it was currently barren and covered in snow. A newly constructed chicken coop stood to the side of the house, and behind it lay a fenced-in pasture with a hay-stuffed shelter where all his goats took refuge during the cold.
All his goats except for the one trotting through the front yard, anyway.
Sydney parked in the driveway and trudged up to the animal with a weary sigh. “Hey, Merlin.”
The goat lifted its head and bleated unashamedly. Sydney herded it back into its enclosure, wincing as she trekked through the muddy snow. Her leather platform boots, decorated with buckles and chains, had been made for fashion, not farm work. She would have to give them a good cleaning when she got home.
Once Merlin was secured (until his next magical escape, so for at least five minutes), Sydney let herself into the house. Alex’s car was in the driveway, so either their dad had called her in for moral support, or she’d found out about Brett by accident. Either way, the whole family was under one roof.
“Hello?” Sydney called, pulling off her coat as she walked down the hallway. 
“In here!” her dad answered.
Sydney followed his voice and found everyone in the living room. Savannah sat on the hideous mustard-yellow couch their dad refused to throw away, her eyes puffy and skin even paler than usual. Alex sat beside her, short blond hair sticking up in a way that meant she’d been running her fingers through it worriedly. 
“You okay?” Sydney’s dad asked.
He gave Sydney a one-armed hug, enveloping her in his familiar earthy scent. His skin was wrinkled and tanned from years in the sun, his head bald, and his beard gray. He’d raised the three of them himself after their mom had died, and having dealt with the drama of three teenage girls, he spent his retirement diligently avoiding anything more stressful than fishing.
“I’m fine,” Sydney said. “Savannah’s the one who—”
“You’re the one who found the body.” Her dad’s voice was gentle yet firm.
“Was it awful?” Savannah clutched her face as she looked at Sydney. “Was he—” She cut off with a choked sound.
The scene in the bedroom flashed before Sydney’s eyes, and she tried not to wince. “He was in bed,” she said. “It looked like it happened while he was asleep. He probably didn’t feel a thing.”
She had no idea if that was true but wanted to give Savannah whatever scrap of comfort she could. 
“The police don’t suspect you, do they?” Alex’s hands were clenched tightly around the edge of her sweater.
“It didn’t seem like it,” Sydney said carefully, “though I can’t say for sure.”
If Sydney were investigating, she would suspect herself.
Oh, who was she kidding? Sydney was investigating. Brett’s ghost hadn’t texted her yet, but it was only a matter of time.
She crossed the living room and sat on the couch beside her sisters. “Can you think of anyone who’d want to kill him?” she asked Savannah.
Savannah’s jaw tightened. “Jade.”
“Who’s that?”
“Jade Desrosiers. Brett’s—” Savannah made a face like she’d just smelled rotten fish. “—mistress.”
Ah. Sydney fought to keep her expression neutral. So Jade was the woman Savannah had found in bed with Brett back in October, the event that had triggered the end of their marriage.
“Why would she want to kill him?” Sydney asked.
Savannah ground her teeth. “He said he was going to marry her. When we were filing for divorce, he kept going on about how he wanted it over quickly so he could start a future with her. But they’re not together anymore. He must have lost interest in her, just like he did with me.”
Savannah looked away in shame, and Alex took her hand and murmured comforting words mixed with insults toward Brett. Meanwhile, the gears in Sydney’s mind spun. If Jade had expected to marry Brett only to get dumped by him, she could have killed him in a rage. It fit with the multiple stab wounds—whoever had murdered Brett must have loathed him. 
Must not feel sympathy for the murderer, Sydney told herself.
“I’m sure the police will interview her.” Their dad gave Sydney a hard stare.
Sydney tried to look innocent—or at least ignorant of how he was warning her away from investigating. Had her questions been that obvious?
Savannah must have heard the warning in his voice too. She surged up from the couch and stared at Sydney like she’d sprouted angel wings and a halo.
“You can find out who killed him,” Savannah said. “Like you did for that guy on Halloween.”
Their dad’s stare grew even harder—hammers would probably shatter against it. “Let the police handle it. Your sister doesn’t need to go chasing after a knife-wielding maniac.”
Savannah lowered her head and squeezed her eyes shut. “Right. It’s too dangerous.”
Sydney was about to lie and agree, but her stomach interrupted her with a growl like a ravening werewolf.
“I skipped lunch,” she said defensively as everyone stared.
“We can fix that,” her dad said. “Savannah, come help me put some food together.”
Savannah shuffled out of the room with him, and Sydney shared a glance with Alex.
“How many murderers does this town freaking have?” Alex moaned.
“Well, technically the murder was in Ann Arbor, not Beaverfield, so…”
Alex glared, unamused. “This is going to mess up Savannah all over again,” she said in a low voice so their sister wouldn’t overhear. “I feel like she was finally starting to move on.”
Yeah, she’d moved on like an inch and a half. Still, Alex had a point. Brett’s death might have finally taken him out of Savannah’s life, but it wouldn’t untangle the knot of messy feelings she had toward him.
Sydney flopped down on the couch beside Alex. Was it wrong to feel angry at Brett for getting murdered? Probably, but she couldn’t help herself.
Alex slumped. “Maybe I should call off my vacation. Savannah’s going to need support…”
“I’ll look after her. You’ve been planning this trip for months. And Savannah’s still going to need support when you get back.”
“I guess...” Alex squinted at Sydney. “You’re not going to hunt down Brett’s murderer, are you?”
Absolutely, and it’s probably going to get me attacked again.
“Why would I?” she asked aloud.
“I don’t know, but you seem to investigate murders a lot lately.”
“Murders have been happening around me a lot lately.”
“Yeah. You’re lucky the cops don’t think you’re a serial killer or something.” Alex tilted her head and surveyed her a little too closely. “Are you sure you’re all right after finding Brett’s body? I’m here if you need to talk. I had nightmares for weeks after finding that body at the trick-or-treat event.”
Sydney felt a stab of guilt mixed with concern. “You never said anything.” 
Alex shrugged. “I think it’s a pretty natural reaction.”
It was, and Sydney wished she could talk to Alex about it without hiding half of what was bothering her. Nobody else knew she had a phone that could text the dead except her boyfriend, Logan. He’d realized something funny was going on in October and had confronted her, leading her to finally confess. And even then, he’d only believed her because he’d known the murder victim and had read the texts himself.
Part of Sydney feared Alex wouldn’t believe her either, that her younger sister would stop looking up to her and start thinking she needed mental help. And if Alex did believe her, what then? The truth had spooked Logan so much that he hadn’t spoken to Sydney for days. Did she really want to burden her sister with the existence of ghosts?
Sydney rose from the couch. “I think I’ll check on how things are going in the kitchen.”
“Yeah.” Alex smiled faintly. “You don’t want Savannah to give you expired lunch meat again.”
Alex must have known Sydney was avoiding the issue but didn’t push her to talk before she was ready. She was a good sister like that.
Sydney headed for the kitchen. A narrow hallway took her past the dining room, where she stopped when she heard tense voices spilling out of the kitchen doorway.
“—left the house last night,” her dad was saying.
Savannah’s voice was clipped. “I did not.”
“I heard the car engine, Savy. There’s not a lot of noise around here at night. Where did you go?”
“I didn’t go anywhere. You must have dreamed it.”
“Hmph.”
Savannah stomped out of the kitchen, holding a plate with
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