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CHAPTER ONE




Winters in Michigan were a double-edged sword. They were cold, icy, and dangerous, and they always seemed to linger a little too long before giving way to spring. On the other hand, they could also be breathtakingly beautiful, and today was one of those days. Evelyn Foster was in the car with her sort of, maybe boyfriend, Aidan Morgan. It was the day after a fresh snow, and they had just pulled into a long driveway leading to a horse stable owned by a mutual friend of theirs. The boughs of evergreen trees hung low with the weight of the powdery snow, and in the pastures where the horses hadn’t been let out yet, the snow was an unbroken, pure, glittering expanse under the pale blue sky. Everything was crisp and fresh and perfect for their first real date. Between holiday travel, a power outage, and a murder, this was the first chance either of them had gotten to enjoy the best parts of winter.

“It looks like Sophia wants us to park by the house,” Aidan said as he guided his sedan up the dirt driveway. It had been plowed already, so there was no risk of them getting stuck in the snow. “Look, she’s waving us over.”

Sophia, a middle-aged woman who owned the stable and did most of the work to run it on her own, on top of giving lessons and taking care of the horses her clients boarded there, was standing in front of her house and gesturing to a cleared out parking spot next to her work truck. Aidan pulled in, and Eve unbuckled her seat belt. “She probably just wants to catch up after her trip, but I’ll go see what she wants. She looks a little worried. I hope it’s still okay for us to go ice skating today.”

Much of Sophia’s acreage was forested land cut through with riding trails. One of those trails led to a gorgeous little pond that Sophia allowed volunteers to clear off and use for ice skating. It had been a long time since Eve had gone ice skating, and while her skills were rusty, she knew she would have a lot of fun with Aidan today; even if both of them ended up slipping and falling all over the place, at least they would be laughing.

While Aidan got out of the car, she walked around to the other side to greet Sophia. “Hey, it’s good to see you. How was your trip?”

“Busy, but worth it,” Sophia said. She had spent the last week out of state while a couple of students from one of her classes competed at an event in Wisconsin. It wasn’t easy for her to get away when she had an entire horse ranch to run, but between help from volunteers and hiring on an old stable hand, she had managed. Eve and Aidan had spent an evening helping muck out stalls after work, so she didn’t feel too bad about using her pond for a free Saturday afternoon of ice skating.

“Sorry for making you park over here,” the older woman continued. “I know it’s further from the trails than the parking lot by the barn is, but the police are on their way out, and I don’t want them to block you in.”

Aidan came to stand next to her, the bag with their ice-skating supplies hanging off his shoulder. “Police?” The concern in his voice told Eve he was on the same page she was. “What’s going on?”

Sophia sighed. She looked exhausted, and Eve couldn’t blame her; she had just been gone for a week, and now apparently had a problem she had to deal with right away instead of getting a chance to rest first.

“One of the boarders hasn’t been in to care for his horse all week. He isn’t paying for full board, which means he’s supposed to come out here every day and make sure his horse has fresh water, food, and generally take care of the basic care including exercise and turnout—though we’ll bring all of the horses in if there’s a weather event. He hasn’t been doing any of that. Of course, I told Mark to make sure the horse had what he needed, but that sort of behavior isn’t like my client at all.”

Mark was the stable hand she had hired to keep things running smoothly while she was gone. Eve knew she was planning to keep him on as long as she could afford the expense. Eve had only met him in passing, but he seemed like he knew a lot more about horses than she did.

“Do you think your client abandoned his horse?” she asked.

Sophia shook her head. “No. He’s a local, so it’s possible you know him; his name is Victor Thompson. He’s been a regular at this stable for years. His old horse retired about six months ago, and he recently got another one, a very expensive dressage horse. I’ve been trying to get in touch with him all week, and I haven’t been able to reach him. The number he left as his emergency contact is out of service, so the police are my last option. I don’t know what else to do. At first, I was just irritated that he wasn’t taking care of his horse, but it’s been nearly a week, and now I’m getting worried.”

“Hopefully he’s okay and he’s just in the hospital with a broken arm or something,” Eve said. She tried to imagine what might keep her from caring for her own animals, two German Shepherds named Atlas and Willow, and couldn’t think of anything else. An unexpected hospital stay was the best scenario she could come up with. “Is it not a good day for us to go ice skating? It sounds like you’re dealing with a lot.”

The older woman shook her head. “You two go and have fun. There’s nothing you could do to help anyway, and you won’t bother the police all the way out at the pond. You enjoy yourselves, don’t worry about me.”

They offered their help if Sophia ended up thinking of anything they could do, and after a final goodbye, they started walking toward the trails. Eve knew where the little pond was, but she had only been there in the summer; she had yet to see it frozen over in the winter. It was a bit of a walk, about twenty minutes from the trailhead, but like usual when she was with Aidan, the time went by in a flash.

They spent most of the walk talking about Victor Thompson, who neither of them knew. His name wasn’t unique enough for it to stand out to Eve, so there was every possibility that he was a client at the dental clinic she worked at, but she had no hope of placing his face or remembering if she had seen him around town recently.

The mystery of the missing man put a dampener on their outing, but as soon as they reached the pond, their spirits soared. There was a light dusting of snow on the ice, but a few push brooms were waiting in a rickety lean-to that had been built near the pond. There was a mostly clear spot of ground under a weeping willow near the pond, and it was there that they left their bag and changed out of their boots. Some sort of vehicle had left tracks in the dirt before the mud turned to ice, and she wondered what else this pond offered. Was it clean enough to swim in, during the summer? That might make a fun break after a dog training session. She would have to ask later.

After strapping their skates on, they got to work clearing the fresh snow from the pond’s surface. The ice wasn’t as smooth as it would be in an indoor skating rink, but it was in decent condition overall, and it was thick enough that she wasn’t worried about falling through. The weather had been well below freezing for nearly a week now, after a brief thaw that had felt almost like spring, and being able to safely ice skate outdoors was one of the only benefits of the cold temperatures. As soon as the snow was cleared, they relaxed and started to have fun, skating in circles around the pond that were unsteady at first but quickly began to get more and more confident. Maybe a little too confident. When Aidan slipped and fell, Eve skated over to attempt to help him up, but ended up falling too. They looked at each other, then burst out laughing, and Eve lay back on the ice, gazing up at the sky where it was visible through the snow-covered trees that surrounded them.

“This is perfect,” she breathed, her breath steaming in front of her face. “Thanks for inviting me out here, Aidan.”

“I’m glad you’re having fun,” he said, settling into a seated position beside her. “It might not be a ritzy date, but I’ll take you on one of those later.” He paused. “Of course, I don’t mean to assume you want to keep seeing each other like this. I value your friendship a lot, and if you’d rather not add romance into it, I’ll understand.”

She sat up before the remnants of the snow could melt through her coat. “I like you a lot,” she admitted, feeling her cheeks heat up and glad that the cold was a good disguise for her blush. “It’s been a long time since I’ve dated, but I think I’m ready to get back out there again, and not just with anyone, but with you.” She chuckled, the sound probably betraying her nerves. “I guess we should have had this talk a while ago. What do you want out of a relationship? Do you just want to be casual and see where it goes? Do you want to be exclusive, a boyfriend-girlfriend sort of thing?”

“I’ve never liked casual dating,” he admitted. “If we’re going to do this, I’d want to be serious about it.” He got to his feet, more graceful than she was on the ice, and held his hand out to her. “What do you say, Eve? Will you be my girlfriend?”

She grinned, certain that her stomach had just spawned an entire flock of butterflies. Taking his hand, she got to her own feet, wobbly on her skates. “Yes, Aidan, I would be thrilled to be your girlfriend.”

This time when they kissed, there was no mistletoe above them and no Alice to interrupt them with a thrilled squeal. When it ended, Eve was left breathless and dizzy—in a good way. Grinning, she let go of Aidan’s hand and began to skate backwards slowly. Yes, she was rusty, but she had taken ice skating lessons back in high school. That might be almost half a lifetime ago, but it was like riding a bike, right?

She tried to turn and one of her feet slipped out from under her. She went down again, wincing as her rear struck the ice.

“Are you all right?” Aidan asked, skating over to her.

“Yeah, I guess I was getting too big for my britches,” she said, turning over on her hands and knees to begin getting up.

Before she could get her skates under her, she froze, her entire body locking up as if she was stuck in a vise.

“Eve? Are you hurt?”

She didn’t answer Aidan, unable to tear her eyes away from the ice beneath her hands. The ice that held a frozen face. A man’s face, with his wide blue eyes staring back up at her.


CHAPTER TWO




“I think we found Sophia’s missing client.”

Even though the words came out of her mouth, she felt like she was hearing them from far away. Aidan rushed over and dropped to his knees beside her, wiping at the ice with his coat sleeve. “Whoa,” he muttered. “He must have been here for a while. We’ve got to go back to the stable and tell the police.”

Nodding mutely, Eve sat down so she could take her skates off. Aidan did the same, then helped her up. Rising to her feet, she looked down at the body in the ice one last time. She didn’t know if this was Victor, but who else could it be? He had dark hair, blue eyes, and a terrified expression on his face that she tried not to look at too closely. Had he drowned in this pond, or had someone killed him and hidden his body in it?

“Let’s go,” she muttered. Aidan took her hand, and they picked their way back across the ice to where he had left their bag of supplies. After putting their skates back in it, he hitched it over his shoulder and they hurried back up the snowy bank to the trail.

The walk back to the trailhead was a quiet one. Try as she might, Eve just couldn’t figure out how that man had ended up dead and frozen beneath the ice. Had he tried to walk on the frozen pond during the thaw? That was the only answer she could think of, but the pond was shallow enough that he should have been able to touch the bottom if he fell in.

They reached the tree line and hurried up to the stable. Eve spotted a police cruiser sitting in the parking lot, and was glad the authorities were already here, at the very least. They wouldn’t have to call and then sit around waiting for them to arrive. Waiting was one of the hardest parts of something like this.

Sophia was the first one to spot them from where she was chatting to the deputy near the open stable door. She raised her hand in an uncertain wave, and the deputy — Deputy Hubble, whom Eve had met a few times before—turned around to watch them approach.

“Was everything all right out at the pond?” Sophia called out. “You two weren’t out there very long.”

“No,” Eve said. She hesitated, coming to a stop a few feet away from them. Past them, through the open door to the stable, she saw Mark the stable hand grooming one of the horses. Another person, a riding instructor who contracted out of the stable who Eve thought was named Lisa, was in a stall with her horse, braiding its mane. She felt suddenly suspicious. Had the man been murdered? If so, anyone here could be a suspect. While Sophia’s property was technically private property, she ran a business and always had people coming and going.

“What happened?” the older woman asked. “Did one of you get hurt?”

“No, we’re fine,” Eva assured her. “It’s ... well, we found a body. A man, dark hair, blue eyes. I think it might be–”

“Victor,” Sophia breathed, pressing her fingers to her lips in horror.

Deputy Hubble frowned, all of his attention suddenly on her. “You’re not pulling our legs, are you? Where did you find this man?”

“We can show you,” Eve said. She turned to point toward the woods and realized her hand was shaking. “He’s at the pond. It takes about twenty minutes to get there, less if you hurry.”

“I’ll go with them,” Aidan said, putting a hand on her shoulder. “You stay here and get warmed up. There’s no reason for both of us to walk back there. I’ll leave the skates with you.”

“Are you sure?” Eve asked, feeling terrible at the thought of him having to make that walk back alone. Well, with the deputy and Sophia.

“I’m sure,” he said.

“We don’t have to walk,” Sophia said. “I’ve got a four-wheeler somewhere – I told Mark he could use it to help him get around the property more quickly, so I’ll have to ask him where it is, but it can take both me and the deputy out there. I don’t need either of you to lead the way, I know where the pond is.”

“You’re sure about what you saw?” Deputy Hubble asked. They both nodded and he sighed. “I’ll radio the sheriff before we head out. You two stick around. I’m not sure what’s going on, but we might need to ask you some questions.”

Once the sheriff had been notified, Sophia and Deputy Hubble set off to retrieve the four-wheeler where Mark had left it near the stable. It had a little cart on the back that Sophia had to unhook – Eve wished she had known about it before, because it would have made it a lot easier to move around some of the wood shavings and hay that she had been tasked with moving in the past. They left for the trail to the pond, leaving her and Aidan alone. Eve wasn’t sure where they should wait. She didn’t want to invite herself into Sophia’s house, though the older woman had said she was welcome to use the restroom in there anytime she wanted so she probably wouldn’t mind. Instead, she and Aidan decided to wait inside the stable. It wasn’t heated, but it was much warmer than it was outside with the added benefit of being full of cute horses.

Mark, who was still grooming the horse further down the aisle, ignored them, but the woman, Lisa, peered at them over the stall door. “Pardon me, I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but did you say you found a body? Like, a dead body? A human body?”

Eve exchanged a glance with Aidan. “I’m not sure how much we should say,” he hedged. “The police haven’t even gotten a chance to investigate yet.”

“If something’s going on, I think the people who work here and board horses here deserve to know about it,” Lisa replied. She patted her horse, a beautiful dark bay, on the neck then slipped out of the stall, taking care to latch it behind her. “Is this about Victor?”

“Did you know Victor?” Eve asked.

“Of course I did. Anyone who’s been here for more than a few weeks knows everyone else.” She turned to look over her shoulder. “Hey, Mark, come on, get over here. They know what happened to Victor.”

Mark looked up, his eyes narrowing. He looked about her and Aidan’s age, but his surly expression and his sun-weathered face gave him the initial appearance of someone older.

“What are you talking about?” he called back, patting the horse’s shoulder to soothe it as he raised his voice.

“They found a body out by the pond.”

His expression barely changing, Mark gave the horse one final pat then dropped the curry comb he had been using on it into a bucket full of grooming tools and strode over to them. He walked with a limp, and glared at Eve when he saw that she had noticed.

“I found a body,” she muttered. This whole thing was snowballing a lot more than she had intended. “We aren’t sure it’s him yet, but yeah, it looks like someone drowned in the pond. It must have been during the thaw, because it’s completely frozen over now.”

Lisa let out a low whistle and shook her head. “Wow, I knew he’d vanished, but I never thought he was dead.”

“Didn’t you get into an argument with him the day before he stopped coming by to take care of his horse?” Mark asked, crossing his arms and leaning back against the stall that held Lisa’s horse. The horse sniffed his hair, and he raised a hand to pet its velvety nose idly.

Lisa crossed her arms. “What are you insinuating, Mark?”

Mark shrugged, but before he could respond, a horn went toot-toot outside, and she heard the sound of tires on gravel as someone pulled up into the parking lot right outside of the stable. They all shuffled toward the door to peer outside curiously, and while Eve didn’t recognize the middle-aged man who was climbing out of a truck, Lisa seemed to.

“Hey, Tom, you chose a heck of a day to visit. How’s Savannah doing?”

“Still got her heart set on leasing Hector the Great,” he replied nonsensically. “Is Sophia around? I’ve been thinking of converting that old cow pasture of mine to alfalfa, and I’m trying to get a few buyers lined up before spring.”

“She’s out in the woods with a cop. These two found a body on the property.” Lisa jabbed her thumb at Eve and Aidan. “They think it’s Victor’s.”

Tom, who had been approaching the stable, stopped. “You’re not serious. Did he get thrown? Is Hector all right?”

“Hector’s safe and sound in his stall right now,” Lisa said. “Victor’s been missing for about a week already, you know. I guess he didn’t have the horse with him when he went out there.” Her eyes narrowed. “Now that Victor is dead, someone’s going to have to step up for his horse’s care. Funny coincidence, don’t you think?”

Tom shot her a dark look as he turned towards his truck. “I don’t like what you’re insinuating, Lisa. You’re a good riding instructor, and I’m glad my daughter’s happy with you, but I’ve told you before the main reason we like this stable is because it’s light on the drama. Don’t make us change our minds and go somewhere else.”

“Hey, where are you going?” Lisa asked as he opened his truck door back up.

“Me? I’m going home. I’ve got a seventeen-year-old girl whose heart I’m about to break. If Victor really is dead, it’s only a matter of time ‘til that horse of his gets sold, and I know whatever price he goes for is going to be more than we can afford.”

“I’m so confused,” Eve said as Tom got back into his truck and slammed the driver’s side door before starting the engine. “Who is that? What does his daughter have to do with all of this? Who’s Hector?”

Mark sighed and pushed away from the stall door to stand up straight. “Tom lives two or three miles farther down the road, and his daughter’s the sort of horse girl people think of when they hear the words “horse girl.” Hector the Great is Victor’s horse, a dressage champion Victor bought a couple months ago. Savannah does some work around the stable to help pay for lessons, and got her heart set on leasing that horse for this coming year.”

“Tom’s the kind of father who will do anything for his daughter,” Lisa added. “He’s a single father. I think his wife died about a decade ago, and I’ve been giving his daughter lessons for the past three or four years. She’s a great girl, but her father’s a tad on the overprotective side and he’s got a temper on him. I know he was in talks with Victor about arranging a partial lease for Hector the Great this year, but I don’t know what came of that, if anything did.”

“I’ve got to finish grooming then get to work on mucking out stalls,” Mark said. “Let me know when the police get back, and I’ll make the time to talk with them. Make sure you mention Tom to them. We’ve got a man dead, and I’m sure they’re going to want to know why. Victor wasn’t well liked around here, but if anyone’s a suspect, Tom’s got to be first on the list.”


CHAPTER THREE




Sophia and Deputy Hubble were still out by the pond when Sheriff Mary Larson arrived, but they communicated by radio and the deputy confirmed what Eve had told him. There was a body in the pond, and Sophia identified it as belonging to Victor Thompson.

All told, Eve and Aidan spent longer waiting for the sheriff to get there than they did actually talking to her. Their only involvement was that they had stumbled across the body. It only took them a few minutes to explain their date and how Eve had discovered the body beneath the ice when she fell, and then there wasn’t anything else left to say. The sheriff told them they were free to go. “It’s not like I can’t give you a call if I need something else,” she said. “Take care, Eve.” She paused, then winked. “And congratulations on the new relationship.”

Eve gave her a guilty smile, feeling bad for being happy even with this terrible turn of events, but she couldn’t help the butterflies that were still fluttering around in her stomach. She had a boyfriend, for the first time in nearly six years. And that boyfriend was Aidan, someone she’d had a crush on since the moment she first met his eyes in the local coffee shop.

“I can’t promise our next date will be perfect, but I promise there won’t be any dead bodies involved,” Aidan told her as they got back into his sedan. He turned it on and cranked the heat up. “I’m sorry. This isn’t how I wanted today to go.”

“It’s not your fault,” she said as she buckled up. “Honestly, it’s probably a good thing we went out there and found him. Who knows how long it might have taken otherwise? I’m glad we figured out what our relationship looks like now, too. It’s been on my mind ever since that Christmas party.”

“Me too,” he admitted, glancing over at her with a smile. “I can’t believe it took so long to find some alone time when we didn’t have a million other things going on. Aren’t small towns supposed to be quiet?”

She gave a huff of laughter. “That’s what I thought too, but Granite is full of surprises.”

He put his car into reverse, then paused, his foot on the brake pedal. “I was just going to head back to town, but do you want to go anywhere else? I know we both have the afternoon free, since we were planning on skating for a couple hours. Are you hungry?”

“Not yet, I ate a sandwich right before you picked me up. I know we’re planning on getting dinner later, but I didn’t want to be hungry while we were ice skating and exercise always makes me ravenous.”

“We could pop by and see Alice,” he suggested. “I won’t blame you if you don’t want to see my sister while we’re on a date, but she’ll probably want to know what happened.”

“That’s a good idea,” she said. “She’s more involved with the stable than we are. She deserves to know, and she might have some idea about what’s going on.”

Alice Morgan, Aidan’s sister, lived right next door to Sophia. She didn’t have quite as much land as the older woman did, but her house, which she had inherited from their parents, sat on a hill surrounded on three sides by woods with a perfect view into Sophia’s easternmost horse pasture. It was a view Eve was jealous of, especially because Alice’s living room had ceiling-to-floor windows on that side. She worked from home as a virtual therapist, so she got to watch horses frolic and birds flutter around in the trees all day long.

It was a much better view than Eve’s. She spent most of her workday staring at a decade-old computer as she made appointments for patients at the dental clinic. Either that, or staring at people’s teeth.

Aidan drove the short distance over to her house and pulled into the driveway, parking in front of the closed garage. It wasn’t until Eve was already getting out of the car that she belatedly realized neither of them had texted the other woman. “Shouldn’t we have asked if it was all right to come over?”

“Nah, she’s my sister,” he said with a shrug. “I used to live here until a few months ago, and just the other day she let herself into my apartment to drop off some leftovers while I was at work, and I didn’t even know until I opened my fridge.”

Eve, an adopted only child, had no idea what it was like to have a sibling, but from watching Alice and Aidan together, she assumed it involved a constant mixture of driving each other crazy and being willing to jump in front of a bus for the other person. Wonderful, but also maddening.

At least Aidan knocked on his sister’s door instead of just letting himself in. It was a weekend, and she knew Alice rarely worked weekends, so at least they weren’t interrupting a therapy session. When the other woman answered the door, she looked surprised but welcomed them in.

“What happened to ice skating?” she asked.

Eve felt a thrill at the thought that Aidan had told his sister about their date. Of course he had; just like she had told her best friend, Tiana, about it. It was just nice to know that he was as excited about this as she was.

“It went great,” Aidan said. “Right up until we found a body in the pond.”

They followed Alice into her gorgeous living room and took turns catching her up on everything that had happened. By the time they finished, she looked shocked and horrified, but also just as curious as Eve felt.

“My goodness, I knew he hadn’t been coming around the stable this past week, but I never thought something like that might have happened to him. How did he end up in the pond?”

“I don’t think anyone knows yet, but hopefully the police will get some answers soon,” Eve said. “Did you know him well?”

“Just in passing. It’s a close-knit community, all of the horse people in Granite know each other even if they ride at another stable, and while I wouldn’t say everyone at Sophia’s barn liked each other, we were all civil to each other, at least. She doesn’t put up with petty drama.”

“You’re still volunteering there a few days a week?” Aidan asked. “At this point, she should hire you on and pay you for the work.”

Alice shook her head. “I know I’ve done a lot to help Sophia out, but she’s perfectly well aware of how much she owes me. I don’t feel as if she’s taking advantage of me, and besides, we already worked out an arrangement for this spring.”

“What’s happening this spring?” Eve asked.

“Oh.” Alice hesitated, her cheeks turning pink. “Well, I haven’t told anyone other than Sophia yet, but I’m ready to get my own horse. Since I’ve been helping her out so much and I already know my way around the stable like the back of my hand, she offered me free board in exchange for me keeping up with my volunteer work. I like the work, and I like being around the horses, so it’s a win-win for me. Anyway, we should be focusing on Victor. No one has any clue what happened?

Eve desperately wanted to ask Alice more about her plan to get a horse. Did she already have one picked out, or had she yet to start looking? Was she planning on competing in a sport with it, or did she just want a pet she could ride on the local trails? Alice was right, though; they could catch up over coffee anytime. Victor’s death was the important thing right now.

“I was kind of hoping you might know more,” she admitted. “I don’t think I ever met the guy. I’m sure I saw him in passing, but usually when I’m on Sophia’s property, I’m out in the woods working with the dogs. I don’t help with the horses as much as you do. What was he like? As far as I know, there isn’t any evidence he was murdered, but if he was, is there anyone who comes to mind as a likely suspect?”

“Victor was … well, to be honest, no one liked him very much. He wouldn’t go out of his way to be rude, but he was brusque and he always talked down to volunteers, as if the fact that we were helping around the stable for free meant we were there for him to order around. Plus, no one liked the way he treated his horses.”

Eve felt her eyebrows pull together of their own accord. She loved animals, and hated the thought of them being mistreated. “Was he abusive to them? And I thought he just had the one horse?”

“Not abusive, per se,” Alice supplied. “Sophia would call animal control and kick out any client who didn’t meet their horse’s basic needs, it was mostly the way he talked to them. His tone was always sharp, and he would jerk them around by the reins or the halter, or leave them in the stall instead of turning them out in the pasture if he was mad at them. He wasn’t the sort of person I’d ever want to leave an animal with, but he did always make sure they had the best feed and all the vet care they could need and everything like that. And you’re right, he only has one horse right now. His old horse was a champion dressage who retired from high-level competition recently, and he sold her a few weeks ago to someone who is just getting into the sport and needed a good horse to start out on. His new horse, Hector the Great, is the one he’s been having issues with. From what I heard, he spent a lot of money on the horse but wasn’t pleased with how the horse was performing.”

Eve was beginning to suspect she wouldn’t have liked Victor very much. “You have no idea why he would have gone all the way out to that pond by himself, and not even on horseback?”

Alice shook her head, looking as clueless as Eve felt. “I have no idea why he went out there or how he ended up dead. I’m guessing the two of you want to find out, though. I want to know the truth too. Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help.”


CHAPTER FOUR




The rest of the weekend was strange. Eve felt like she was on an emotional high after finally having the long-awaited discussion with Aidan and figuring out where their relationship was going. She had spent so long feeling nervous about dating, but now that she was finally seeing someone again, she didn’t feel anything but excited. She took that as a sign that breaking her long streak of solitude had been the right choice. Aidan was the right choice. She could hardly wait to see where things between the two of them went.

But always in the background lurked the memory of Victor’s frozen face gazing up at her through the ice on the pond. She wished she could have this time to be happy, but she knew it was ridiculous to resent Victor’s death just because it put a damper on her weekend.

A man was dead, and even though it sounded like he had been anything but perfect, that was still something worth being sad about.

While Victor’s death had been announced by the police online, there weren’t any more details about what had happened to him the next day. The sheriff’s department had released a statement asking for anyone with more information to step forward, but that was it. There was no confirmation of whether his death had been accidental or a homicide. She wasn’t even sure how they had managed to get his body out of the pond. Had they chipped the ice away, or melted it somehow? Or was he still there, frozen until spring? She was sure Sophia knew, but she suspected the older woman was dealing with enough right now. She didn’t need Eve calling her just to gossip.

Monday dawned clear but cold. After letting Willow and Atlas into the backyard to race around in the snow, Eve started getting ready for work. She was actually looking forward to going in, as odd as that sounded, because she had a lot to tell her best friend, and she and Tiana worked side by side at the local dental clinic so going in to work meant spending the day with her. She hadn’t seen Tiana all weekend, which was unusual for them. They had met in college, and the two of them had been inseparable ever since, practically sisters. But things had been changing recently. Tiana and her long-term boyfriend, Levi, were engaged to be married, and Levi, who had been working as a long haul trucker, had quit his job and found a new one that would keep him local and home by bedtime most nights.

He even had weekends off, and this past weekend, the two of them had gone away to Mackinac Island on a spur-of-the-moment couples retreat. She was happy for her friend, she really was, but it was possible she was also just the tiniest bit lonely. She was used to being the main person Tiana went to when she wanted to do something fun or get out of her apartment—and Tiana was a bubbly extrovert, so she always wanted to do something fun and get out of her apartment. Now that Levi was around more, Tiana often turned to him instead. Which was fine. That was how it was supposed to be. Eve would never want to get between her best friend and her romantic relationships.

It was just hard not to feel the tiniest bit abandoned.

After making sure her dogs were settled for the day—warm and cozy in the house with frozen treats filled with peanut butter and all the toys they could want—she headed out the door for work. She was running a hair late, so she didn’t have time to stop and get coffee, which meant she would have to make do with the coffee the dental clinic served. It wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t good either, and she considered herself a connoisseur of all things coffee.

Tiana was already there when she arrived, idly flipping through a dental magazine that had come in with the weekend’s mail. She looked up when Eve strode through the door and beamed at her before rushing over for a hug.

“Oh my gosh, how was your weekend? How was your date with Aidan? I feel like we have so much to catch up on. Your texts sounded weird over the weekend. I know you didn’t want to distract me and Levi from having a good time, but girl, come on, you’ve got to spill the beans. Did the two of you finally figure out what’s going on between you? You’ve been dancing around each other forever.”

Eve laughed, feeling some of the weight of Victor’s death lift off her shoulders. Tiana never failed to make her feel better.

“We have a lot to talk about, but I need my caffeine first. Let’s get clocked in and ready for the day, then we’ll chat before the patients start arriving.”

Once the clinic was ready for the day and no one could accuse them of slacking off, they sat behind the front desk, and Eve caught Tiana up on everything that had happened over the weekend, starting out with the good—she and Aidan making things official—and then the bad; Victor’s death. Tiana listened to everything with rapt attention.

By the time Eve finished, her friend looked torn. “I don’t know what to comment on first,” she said. “You choose what we dive into first; Aidan or Victor?”

“Let’s get the whole Victor thing out of the way, then we can focus on the good parts.” Eve grinned. “And what’s going on with Aidan is definitely good.”

Her friend flashed her a grin in response, then woke up the dental clinic’s old computer and pulled up the web browser. “Levi and I decided to take a break from social media while we were gone this weekend, so I haven’t checked any of the local pages for news for a while. Has anyone posted anything about what happened to him?”

“I checked yesterday, but I haven’t had time yet this morning,” Eve said. “The sheriff’s department released a statement, but it was very vague on information.”

“Well, maybe there’s something new.”

She watched as her friend typed in, Victor Granite Michigan death and then the month and year. For all that they were in a small town in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula, practically the middle of nowhere, the local internet was actually pretty decent, and the search results loaded quickly. Eve felt a burst of excitement when she saw a handful of new posts had been made about Victor Thompson’s death this morning. For everyone’s sake, she hoped the police had uncovered the truth of what happened and already had the answers they needed to close the case.

“Click on the top one,” she told Tiana. “That looks like it’s a post someone shared from the sheriff’s department.”

Tiana did as she requested, and they both started reading as soon as the post loaded on the screen.

Death of local man determined to be homicide. Reward for anyone who provides information leading to a conviction. The post was paired with a photo of Victor riding a horse in an indoor arena. Tiana clicked into the comment section, but despite the questions posted by the townsfolk, the sheriff’s department wasn’t giving out any more information.

“So, it was a homicide,” Eve muttered. “But why? How did he die? Why aren’t they telling us more?”

“Jeez, another murder?” Tiana said. “What is happening in this town? They are pretty light on the details, aren’t they?”

“I know it’s not a good idea for them to give out too much information, but I wish they would tell us just a little more,” Eve said. “I should stop by and talk to Sophia sometime in the next couple of days. This has got to be hard for her. Victor might not have been well-liked at the stable, but I’m sure she’s going to lose some business because of this—more now that they know for sure he was murdered.” She frowned. “The culprit almost has to be someone who goes to the stable regularly, probably another boarder or one of the volunteers. I hope Sophia isn’t going to be in danger because of this.”

“Are you sure she wasn’t involved?” Tiana asked. “I mean, she seems normal enough to me, but didn’t her husband end up in prison for murder? Maybe it runs in the family.”

Eve shook her head. “No. No way. She’s not like that. Besides, she’s been gone all week, and that big thaw we had at the beginning of the week is the only time Victor could have ended up in the pond. That’s right around when he disappeared, from what I heard at the stable. She would have been out of state at the time of his death, so there’s no way she was involved.”

“If you say so,” Tiana said. She exited out of the web browser, glanced at the clock, then leaned back in the rolling chair, looking up at Eve. She steepled her fingers, a sly smile appearing on her face. “You can tell me all your theories about Victor later. Right now, I want to hear more about you and Aidan.”


CHAPTER FIVE




Eve and Tiana spent all day, between patients and sanitizing the exam rooms and chatting with the dentists who owned the practice, talking about Aidan. Her friend’s good-natured teasing and the fact that her boyfriend—boyfriend!—was always on her mind kept her spirits up for most of the day, but as their energy began to flag in the evening, her worries about Sophia reared their head.

“This was a long Monday,” Tiana said with a yawn as soon as the last patient of the day left. “I don’t usually have such a hard time with them, but I guess coming back after a vacation makes going to work more of a drag. Levi probably won’t be home for a few more hours. Do you want to do anything tonight?”

“Sure. Do you want to come over in about an hour and find a movie to watch or a new show to start?” Eve asked. “I think I’m going to swing by Sophia’s place before I head home and see how she’s doing. Now that I know for sure Victor was murdered, I’m worried about her.”

“Do you want me to come with you?” her friend asked.

“Thanks, but I’ll be fine. I’m just going to pop by, it won’t take long. I’ll text you when I’m on my way home, and you can head over.”

“All right. If I don’t hear from you by six, I’ll assume you’ve been kidnapped and or murdered, and I’ll call in the cavalry.”

Eve gave her a thumbs-up. “I love that I can count on you.”

She tried calling Sophia when she got out of work, but the woman didn’t answer. Eve wasn’t worried; Sophia was notoriously bad at answering both her home phone and her cell phone. Most of the time, she was busy getting her hands dirty mucking out stalls, fixing fences, and maintaining the property. She didn’t have time to be constantly on her phone.

Thankfully, she was the sort of person who didn’t mind if someone dropped by unannounced, so Eve didn’t feel bad about driving to her house after work even though she hadn’t been able to get in touch with her. Sure enough, when she pulled in, she spotted Sophia in one of the pastures breaking ice in a water trough with an old broom handle. She looked over when Eve pulled up and waved, recognizing her vehicle. Eve waved back, parked, and got out, crunching through the snow to lean over the fence. “Is now a good time for a chat?” she called out.

“Sure, if you want to help me with the horses’ water. I’ve got to de-ice these troughs at least once a day or they’ll freeze too deep and I’ll have to thaw the whole thing out.”

Eve climbed over the fence, not wanting to walk all the way around the pasture to the gate, and jogged over to join Sophia. The older woman tossed her the broom handle and reached into the wheelbarrow she’d brought out to pick up a heat gun that was powered by a battery as big as Eve’s fist. The water trough was attached to a spigot, and it was the spigot Sophia began heating up as Eve finished breaking the ice on top of the water.

“You must have seen what the police said online, huh?” Sophia said. “They think Victor was murdered.”

“Yeah, I saw that this morning. Are you doing all right? No one’s threatened you or done anything weird?”

“I’ve had a few parents pull their younger children out of lessons,” Sophia told her. She looked focused on what she was doing, but Eve could see her jaw clench. “I don’t blame them, of course. If I had kids, I wouldn’t want them around until the police have the killer in custody, but it still stings. I’m sure you understand how tight money can be, and without Garrett, it’s been even tougher than usual.”

“Yeah. I’m sorry, I know how hard it’s been lately, and I can’t imagine this is helping. You don’t think you’re in danger though, do you? If the killer is someone who keeps their horse here...”

Sophia shrugged. “I’m no fool. I’m living out here alone. Of course I know there’s a risk with that, especially after someone committed a murder on my property, but what can I do about it? I can’t up and leave, not with the horses here. I’ve got my dog and a gun in the house, and I lock my doors at night. I’ve just got to keep on going, and hope I’m in the good graces of whoever killed Victor, so they don’t come after me next.”

Sophia’s dog was an ancient spaniel who rarely left his dog bed, so Eve wasn’t sure he would be much of a deterrent. The gun though, that would probably work. Sophia was born and raised in the country, and Eve knew she wouldn’t be shy about defending herself or any of her animals with the gun if she needed to.

“And before you ask,” the older woman continued before Eve could say anything, “no, I don’t have any idea who might have killed him. I try to keep a tight rein on things around here, especially now that Garrett isn’t around to deal with troublemakers like he used to. If I’d seen red flags in anyone, I would have given them the boot already. I know it’s cliche and a little sappy, but we really are like a family around here. I don’t like thinking that one of the people who ride here, someone I might have been friends with for years, killed a man. Not only did they kill him, but they hid his body on my property. That makes it personal.”

“I’m sorry,” Eve said. “I can’t imagine.” This riding stable was both her home and her livelihood. She was right; there was no way she could leave when things got rough. She didn’t have a choice but to wait it out and hope the killer got caught before they did any more damage. “Even if you don’t know who did it, surely there are some people you know for a fact didn’t do it. Maybe you could rearrange the schedule so you’ve always got a couple of them around, in case anything happens. You know, people you can trust.”

Sophia turned the spigot on and gave a grim smile of satisfaction as it began spitting icy water into the water trough. Turning her attention to Eve, she said, “That number might be smaller than you think. A lot of us in the horse world are extremely competitive. People say it’s cutthroat, and they’re right, though usually they don’t mean that quite so literally. I suppose if I’m going to remove anyone from the list of possible suspects completely, it would have to be those who are involved at the stable but not necessarily with the riding or competition side of things.” She raised an eyebrow. “And yes, before you ask, you’re on that list. I know you didn’t kill that man, for all that you’re the one who found his body. You’re not that stupid, and all the time you spend with those dogs, training them to help people, tells me you’re a good person. Alice would be another I’d trust not to be involved. She’s here a lot, but she doesn’t have a horse and doesn’t compete, or have any interest in it. She doesn’t have a horse in the race, so to speak. There’s no reason she’d have it out with Victor, or at least if she did kill him, I’d believe she had a good reason for it and I’d hear her out. The rest? Any of my casual riders, the teens who come here for camp every summer and volunteer to muck out stalls and groom horses in their spare time, I’m sure it was none of them either. But they aren’t the ones who are here every day. The people who are here most often are the most likely suspects, and there’s no way I can avoid being alone with them or having them on my property, not when they’re boarding horses here that cost more than my truck does. I don’t want you to worry about me, though. I’ll be all right. I have been so far.”

Eve bit her lip, trying to figure out what she could do to help. Everything Sophia said was true. She simply didn’t have many options right now. Her best bet probably was just to keep her head down and focus on the horses and keeping up the property. This wasn’t a normal business where she could close up shop for a couple days and not lose out on anything except for some profit. She couldn’t keep people from the animals they legally owned, not even for something like this.

“Do you think it would help to have someone else around to keep an eye on things?” she asked. “Someone who isn’t involved in competitive riding or part of the clique that’s here every day?”

Sophia raised an eyebrow. “Why? Are you volunteering? Alice already said she’d try to come out more often these next couple weeks and I know you’re busy.”

“Yeah, I am,” Eve said. “I won’t be able to be here every day, of course—I still have to work and take care of the dogs and train them at least a couple days a week, but I could come out a couple times during the week and on the weekend. Not long-term, but at least until things die down. It might help to have more people around, and I could help defuse things if tensions get high. I bet everyone’s going to be jumpy for a while.”

Plus, that way, she could do some digging of her own. She didn’t know Victor, and she probably wouldn’t have liked him much if she did, but she was the one who had found his body. She felt a responsibility to him, to figure out what happened and how he ended up frozen in a pond.

“I’m not in a position to turn down extra help, so if you’re willing, you’re welcome to come out here and pick up a shovel whenever you want.” Sophia turned off the water spigot, then added, “And thanks. When I first offered to let you train your dogs on my property, I was a little worried I’d regret it and one of the horses or your dogs would end up getting hurt, but I haven’t, not for a second. Your dogs are wonderful, and it’s clear how much you care for them, and I know how much skill it takes to train animals to the extent that they’re trained. You might not be a horse person, but I’m glad you’re here.”


CHAPTER SIX




As much as she worried about Sophia and wanted to help her, Eve couldn’t make it back out to the stable until Thursday evening. Between work, grocery shopping—which involved driving over half an hour each way to Marquette if she wanted fresh produce—and keeping up with her dogs’ training, the little things in life kept her busy. She had a few other prior commitments, like a brainstorming evening with Tiana to focus on plans for her friend’s wedding. Tiana and Levi were getting married this coming summer, and there were a lot of preparations to make.

But she had to make time for her other friends too, which was why as soon as she got out of work on Thursday, she rushed home to let the dogs out and give them some treats. Then, with a lot of apologies, she put Atlas back in the spare bedroom where he stayed while she was gone and left them both with a frozen chew toy. Then she left the house again, this time to go help Sophia at the ranch.

Nominally, she was there to keep an eye on things, listen to gossip, and do her best to figure out if any of the people Sophia had on her property regularly was dangerous, but her friend wasn’t shy about putting her to work. Just minutes after she arrived, Eve found herself in the main barn with a push broom and a request to sweep out the center aisle still ringing in her ears.

Coincidentally—or maybe not, because Sophia very well might have wanted her to keep an eye on them—she found herself in the middle of sweeping when Tom, the man whose daughter wanted to lease Hector the Great for the summer, arrived. A teenage girl followed him into the stable, and Eve paused to look at her, figuring she must be Savannah. She wondered how the younger girl had taken the news of Victor’s death. Eve’s heart went out to her; it had to be devastating to know she might end up never getting a chance to see the horse again, and from the sound of it, it was almost certain that Victor’s death meant Hector would be sold to someone else and he would probably end up leaving the stable. She wasn’t even completely sure if Hector the Great was still here—for all she knew, he had already found a new home. There were a lot of horses on Sophia’s property, and she only knew the names of a few by heart. Hector wasn’t one of them.

Her question was answered before she’d had time to do more than wonder which horse was Victor’s. As soon as she made it partway down the aisle, Savannah’s pace quickened and she made a beeline toward a stall where a handsome chestnut horse shoved his head over the door and whinnied at her. The girl hugged him around the neck and buried her face in the smooth hair of his cheek. Tom walked up to his daughter and put a hand on her shoulder in silent support. Neither of them had done more than glance at her as they came in; apparently, holding a broom and sweeping up pine shavings made her all but invisible. She wasn’t even sure that Tom recognized her as one of the women who had been there the day Victor’s body was found.

“I was supposed to be able to ride him all summer,” Savannah said. “It’s not fair. Why did Victor have to die? Now Hector is going to leave, and I’ll never see him again.”

“I’m sorry, sweetie. I know how much you love him. He’ll end up in a good home, though. I’m sure he’ll miss you, but he’ll be happy and well taken care of.” She just sniffed in response. Tom made a pained expression and looked around, his eyes landing on Eve. “Do you work here?”

“I’m a volunteer,” she said. “Is there something I can help you with?” She wasn’t sure how helpful she could be, but maybe she could at least go get Sophia for them.

“My daughter has a lesson in about twenty minutes. You wouldn’t happen to know which horses she’s supposed to be riding for it, would you?”

“Sorry, I don’t.”

“Well, I was hoping she could spend some time with the horses before her lesson starts. It’s been a tough week for her, and taking care of them is relaxing for her. Do you think it would be all right if we took Hector out of his stall so she could groom him?”

“I have no idea,” Eve said. “I’m sorry. I don’t really do much with the horses. Do you want me to go find Sophia?”

Tom looked like he was about to request she do just that, but Savannah shook her head. “I’ll just stand here and pet him,” she said quietly. “It’s okay.”

“Are you sure?” She nodded. He sighed, his shoulders slumping. “All right. I’ll come watch once your lesson starts, sweetie. In the meantime, I’ll see if I can learn anything new about what’s going on around here.”

Leaving Savannah to stroke Hector’s long muzzle by herself, Tom started walking back down the aisle. He paused a few feet away from Eve. “You look familiar. I’m sorry if we’ve already been introduced, but I’m terrible with names. I’m Tom Johnson, Savannah’s father.”

“I’m Eve Foster,” Eve said, switching the broom to her left hand so she could shake with him. “I help Sophia out around the stable sometimes in exchange for her letting me train my dogs on her property.”

Tom’s puzzled expression cleared. “Ah, that’s where I recognize you from. I’ve seen you walking into the woods with your dog a few times. You were here Saturday, weren’t you? The day they found Victor?”

She nodded. She decided not to mention that she was the one who found him—she knew he would ask all sorts of questions and she wasn’t sure she wanted to dwell on those horrible moments when she realized there was a man frozen in the ice, looking up at her.

“Did anything ever come of that, or are the police still looking into it?” Tom asked. “You see, usually I drop Sophia off for her lessons, but I don’t think I’m comfortable with doing that anymore, not until I’m certain she’s not going to be in danger.”

“There hasn’t been much news about it,” Eve said. “The last I heard, the police had declared his death a homicide and were offering a reward for answers, but that’s it.”

Tom sighed. “That’s the latest update I’ve heard too. It’s a real shame. Savannah loves that horse, and I just know she’s going to be heartbroken if whoever buys him next doesn’t end up boarding him here. She was so excited that she might get to do a partial lease for him this summer.” He sighed. “At least this way, she won’t be able to blame me when that falls through.”

Eve felt like every time she came here, she was reminded about how little she knew of the horse world. The entire concept of leasing an animal to someone else was alien to her, but she vaguely understood it was something people did when they didn’t have time to ride their horse as often as they wanted to, but still wanted to keep the horse’s training up and ensure it got the exercise it needed.

“I don’t know exactly how all of that works, but if you signed a contract with Victor before he died, maybe the new owner would be willing to honor it?”

Tom grimaced and glanced over his shoulder to make sure his daughter was still occupied with petting the horse, then turned toward Eve and lowered his voice. “I hadn’t told her this and probably won’t now that the man’s dead, but Victor called me—oh, it must have been only a day or two before he vanished—and told me he’d changed his mind about the lease. He wanted to send Hector away to a professional for training this summer, and decided he didn’t want Savannah riding him after all. I had been putting off telling her because I knew she’d be heartbroken, and I figure there’s no point in putting salt on the wound now. I’m sure she’ll get over not being able to ride him, though. She’s a horse girl through and through, and she’ll find another horse to fall in love with soon. I told her we could even look into doing a full-time lease as long as she’s prepared to get a part-time job to pitch in on the costs. All of that is only assuming whoever killed that man is caught, of course,” he added, straightening up. “I can’t spend hours here every day with her, not long term. If they never figure out who stashed Victor in that pond, well, who knows. Her horseback riding days might be limited.”


CHAPTER SEVEN




Eve wasn’t sure how she felt about Tom. He seemed to care about his daughter, but at the same time, he didn’t really seem to understand how she was feeling or how important animals could be to someone. When she left that evening, she didn’t feel as if she had accomplished much, but she had seen firsthand how news of Victor’s murder was at risk of driving Sophia’s business into the ground. She had managed to keep the riding stable running despite the fact that her husband had been arrested on charges of homicide and improper disposal of human remains, but this second blow might be too much for her to recover from.

Still, Eve couldn’t blame Tom for being cautious about letting Savannah ride here. Heck, she probably wasn’t going to train her dogs alone on Sophia’s property until Victor’s case was closed. It was a tough situation all around, and Eve’s heart went out to everyone involved — well, everyone other than the person who murdered a man and left his body to freeze in a pond.

After promising to come back and help more this coming weekend, Eve went home and spent the last couple of hours before bed with her dogs, glad that her personal life was drama-free. In fact, her personal life was just about as perfect as it had ever been. She had already met Aidan for coffee before work twice this week, and he’d asked her on another date for Saturday. Their relationship was a constant source of happiness for her. She didn’t think she’d been so excited for anything since she brought Atlas home as a puppy a little over two years ago.

As was usual on Fridays, especially when she was looking forward to the weekend more than usual, the next day at work dragged by. Being able to chat with Tiana between patients made it bearable, as did solidifying her other plans for the weekend. Lucas, the young man she was mentoring, who was interested in getting into search and rescue himself at some point in the future, volunteered to help her train her dogs this weekend. She scheduled the training session for Saturday morning, to give herself plenty of time to get ready for her date with Aidan, then texted Sophia to let her know she would be back Sunday to help out more.

Since Eve didn’t want to spend all morning wandering around Sophia’s woods alone with the killer still on the loose, she and Lucas met at Pete Oswald’s property Saturday morning instead. Pete owned forty acres with a stream and an abandoned auto shop, and had given her permission to access the property whenever she wanted. Pete was unique, but he liked her dogs and he was a friend of Jan’s. Jan was Eve’s personal mentor; the woman who had taken her under her wing much like she had taken Lucas under hers. Michigan Mutts Search and Aid, the search and rescue organization she was a part of, had members spread throughout all of northern Michigan, but even though they were few and far between, it was a very close-knit community. When Eve moved to Granite, not only had Jan been able to ask Pete if he was willing to let her use his property for dog training, but she had also put in a good word about Eve to the sheriff, who had been Jan’s friend for years.

Most of the time, Eve liked small towns and tight communities, but she knew here was a good chance that the closely knit horseback riding community at Sophia’s stable had something to do with a man’s death. It was a good reminder that sometimes drama in tightly knit communities could be deadly.

The morning passed quickly. A couple weeks ago, she had briefly wondered if Lucas might be responsible for a crime, and while it had turned out that he was innocent, he had been rightfully hurt by her suspicion. Things were still awkward between them, but he was serious about helping with the dogs and one day joining the search and rescue club himself, and even though their friendship wasn’t as relaxed and easy as it usually was, his efforts in helping her train the dogs hadn’t wavered.

People were complicated. Eve wasn’t perfect herself, and she knew by her dabbling in amateur investigations, she sometimes made things worse instead of better, but there was one thing she tried to live by; she shouldn’t sit by and do nothing when she had the ability to help. That belief was the reason she worked so hard to make sure her dogs’ training was top-notch and she was always ready to search for a missing person regardless of the time of day or the weather, and why she always tried to go the extra distance for her friends and the people she cared about.

Too many people had good intentions but never actually did anything about them. It was easy to want to change the world for the better, but a lot harder to actually do something about it, and Eve was determined that her actions would matter, even if the actions that mattered weren’t always easy.

Maybe that was why she wasn’t able to stop thinking about Victor’s murder and how it was affecting the community at the riding stable all morning.

Eve counted Sophia as a friend, but she was well aware of the woman’s flaws. Sophia’s husband, Garrett, had killed a man, and she wasn’t sure if the older woman had ever really acknowledged that. Sophia also wasn’t shy about accepting help when it was offered, or asking for it when it wasn’t offered. Eve and Alice spent a lot of time working for free at her stable, and a lot of other people did the same. In some ways, she did think Sophia took advantage of them, but at the same time, she knew Sophia herself was hard-working and the riding stable was the single most important thing in her life. With her husband in prison and no children or grandchildren, keeping the stable running was the only thing that mattered to her. And now that a whole week had passed without any more news about Victor’s death, the bad feeling in Eve’s gut continued to grow. If this wasn’t solved quickly and cleanly, then Sophia might lose everything.

She was worried, tired, and grungy from spending hours walking around the woods dressed in all her winter gear. A shower could solve one of those problems and a cup of coffee the other, but her worry lingered even when Aidan picked her up and they drove toward Marquette, where they were planning on watching a movie and then getting dinner—a much more traditional date than their last, and hopefully one that didn’t come with the risk of finding dead bodies.

“Hey, are you sure you want to do this tonight?” he asked gently a few minutes after he picked her up. In the winter, it got dark early, and the sun was already hovering just above the tops of the trees despite the fact that it was only midafternoon. “I know you’ve got a lot on your mind. I don’t mind waiting for a better time.”

She shook her head, forcing herself to smile at him. The smile quickly became genuine as she met his eyes and felt that flock of butterflies in her stomach take off.

“No, I want to do this. I’ve been looking forward to this date all week. I just feel guilty, I guess. Like I could be doing more to help Sophia.”

He briefly squeezed her hand. “You don’t need to feel guilty about anything. You told me you offered to spend some more time at the stable to help her keep an eye on things, right?” He raised an eyebrow, glancing at her. “That’s already a lot, especially when you consider the possible danger and all of the other responsibilities you have. I think Sophia is an admirable person in a lot of ways, but she has a habit of making her problems everyone’s problems. Alice has spent hours helping, working just as hard at that stable as a full-time employee would, and now you’re worrying over something that you have no control over or responsibility for. It’s all right to help, but you shouldn’t lose yourself in it.”

She knew he was right. She couldn’t completely detach herself from what Sophia was going through, but maybe she was making it her duty to help when it didn’t necessarily need to be. She was still going to visit the stable tomorrow and see if there was anything she could do, but maybe ... maybe it was all right to forget about it for a while and just relax and have a good time on her date.

Eve wanted to be a hero, but she also wanted to be happy, and this, right here—her and Aidan driving together into town for their second real date—this made her happy.


CHAPTER EIGHT




Eve and Tiana had caught a movie together and grabbed a bite to eat countless times, but her date with Aidan couldn’t have been more different. She felt hyper-aware of him, with her heart leaping every time his arm brushed her. When their fingers laced together in the theater, she wondered if it was possible to have a heart attack from happiness alone. Even though they went to a nice restaurant, she barely tasted the food, too distracted by the pure giddiness of being on a date with someone she liked, who liked her back. It had been years since she so much as went to dinner with someone, and for a long time, she had been convinced she would never date again. Taking this leap with Aidan had been worth it. Their goodbye kiss when he dropped her off at home left her in a warm haze of happiness for the rest of the night.

She woke up Sunday morning feeling lazy and still a little sleepy, but she had a commitment to keep and she knew once she got to the stable, she would be glad she had forced herself to go. At least she didn’t have to go to work first, so she had plenty of time to make sure the dogs were both tired out from a long game of fetch in the backyard before she packed a thermos full of coffee and headed out to the car.

She arrived just as a riding lesson was ending. Worried that she and her dogs would get in the way, she tried to schedule her training sessions for times when she knew Sophia didn’t have any lessons planned, but since she was here in volunteer mode today, sans dogs and ready to pitch in wherever she could, this was probably good timing on her part.

As it turned out, there were some positives to arriving just as a group lesson ended. It meant that instead of mucking out stalls or sweeping out the stable again, Sophia put her on grooming duty. It was her job to help clean off the horses that had been used in the lessons. Unlike dogs, horses sweated, and their legs and bellies got coated in muddy slush from the ground in the outdoor arena. Their hooves needed to be cleaned, and their coats brushed. Eve always enjoyed working with them, and set to the task of grooming the gentle brown gelding she had been assigned with contentment.

It looked like the lesson today had been for kids. Eve noticed their parents herded them off quickly, even though one or two children complained that they usually let them stay and help groom the horses after their lesson. Sophia wasn’t around—she had gone off to fix a downed fence in one of the pastures as soon as she set Eve to work—but she spotted Lisa, the riding instructor, chatting with some of the parents near the barn’s entrance.

Since she wasn’t normally here during lessons, she didn’t know for sure how things usually went, but she didn’t think she was imagining the bad vibes. All of the adults seemed on edge and eager to leave. Once Lisa had said farewell to the last few families, she paused to chat with Eve.

“Thanks for helping,” she said. “I keep telling Sophia she needs to hire some more paid employees. It’s great she has friends like you, though. This place would be drowning without volunteers.”

“She’s had it tough this past year,” Eve said. “I know you’re busy, so I won’t keep you long, but people don’t normally rush out of here so quickly after a lesson, right?”

The other woman shook her head. “Normally, we encourage the students to stay and help groom the horses and put the tack away. It’s good for them to learn how to do the chores associated with horseback riding. But the parents are spooked, and I don’t blame them. I’m surprised we didn’t end up having to cancel this class completely. It was a small group this week, about half the size it normally is, and a few said they were worried about coming back next week. Everyone’s nervous, and it’s starting to make the horses nervous too.”

“Do you think the people who leave will start taking lessons again once the police arrest a suspect?” Eve asked.

Lisa shrugged. “I’ve got no idea. Some probably will. Others will find another stable to ride at, and some are probably just glad to have an excuse to drop their kids’ lessons. Riding can be an expensive hobby. Thankfully, I’m not tied to this place like Sophia is. I already told her that if we keep losing people, I’m going to have to put some feelers out and start looking for another stable to train out of. I don’t want to do it, but this is how I support myself. I can’t keep losing out on money because of what happened here.”

“Are you worried?” Eve asked hesitantly. “Not about the money, but I mean, are you worried you might be in danger here?”

She was. It was hard to be too scared when she was around the horses, but she couldn’t forget that anyone might be a suspect, even Lisa herself. Coming here was a risk, but even so, she wanted to help if she could. Even just having another safe person around in case something happened might mean the difference between life and death if the killer decided they weren’t done.

“I’m being cautious,” Lisa said. “I haven’t been here half as much this week as I normally am. Usually I’m here for hours every day, but I’ve been keeping it limited to when I know the stable will be busy so I’m not here alone. But do I really think I’m in danger? No, not really.”

“You don’t think Victor’s killer will come back?”

The other woman shrugged. “No clue. But no one liked Victor. Just because someone snapped and decided they finally had enough of him, it doesn’t mean they’ll go on a killing spree now that he’s gone.”

“Has anyone been acting oddly?” Eve asked. She tried to play the question off as casual, like she was worried for her safety, and not like she was hoping to solve the murder herself. “Anyone I should stay away from while I’m here?”

“I know for a fact Victor and Tom got into an argument a couple of days before he vanished, and Mark could barely stand Victor. He was a very competitive rider, you know? Before he broke his back, that is. A single bad fall, and his career was over, just like that.” She shook her head. “Mark thought Victor showed terrible horsemanship and him owning Hector was a waste of a good horse. This isn’t gossip, by the way, I told the police all of this already. One of them probably had the most motive to kill Victor, so it might be best not to be alone with either of them, but woman to woman? If one of them did kill Victor, he deserved it, and I don’t think his killer has a reason to go after the rest of us.”

“Why didn’t you like him?” Eve asked, because it was obvious Lisa didn’t care one whit that the man was dead.

Lisa wrinkled her nose. “The way that man treated his horses was enough to convince me the world is better off without him. He toed the line of abuse far too closely, and I always wondered what he did when no one was watching. There are too many people in this world already. I’m not going to beat myself up over the loss of someone who was unkind to animals.”


CHAPTER NINE




Lisa didn’t linger for long. Like everyone else who was working at the stable, she was busy. She helped Eve finish grooming the last two horses and showed her which stalls they belonged in, then told her she was leaving for the day.

“I don’t like being here as much as I used to. This place stresses me out, and not just because of the killer. Take care of yourself, Eve. Even though I doubt whoever killed Victor will go after someone else, it’s better to be safe than sorry.”

With that ominous statement hanging in the air, Lisa left, leaving Eve alone in the barn. Being alone here in the past had been relaxing, soothing—the horses were warm, gentle creatures and she liked being around them, and found solace in petting their soft hair and talking to them gently. They were like dogs in some ways, but not in others, and she had been enjoying the chance to learn more about them.

The quiet of the barn no longer felt peaceful. The soft rustling sound of the horses, the occasional thump of a hoof bumping against a wooden stall, the quiet sound of one of the huge animals snorting, all of it had her jumpy and on edge. She couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched—and by something other than the soft eyes of the horses.

She hurried up, putting away the buckets of grooming tools and pausing briefly to look around, making sure there wasn’t anything else she needed to do before she got out of here to find Sophia. She waited too long. The sound of a shoe scuffing against the icy, slushy gravel outside the open barn door made her jump and spin around with a startled squeak.

The intruder was just Alice. All of the tension rushed out of Eve, and she felt suddenly silly as she walked over to greet her friend. The other woman was looking at her with a raised eyebrow.

“Everything all right? I didn’t mean to scare you.”

“Victor’s murder is making me jumpy,” she admitted. “What are you doing here?”

“I always come to help out on the weekends. Sophia mentioned you were going to be here more often to help out.” She gave Eve a small smile. “We don’t get to hang out much, just us girls. I love my brother, but it’s nice to spend time with you without him around. How long can you stay today?”

Eve wasn’t sure. She had been hoping Sophia would find something they could do together, since there was safety in numbers, but she had also been toying around with the idea of just leaving and coming back when it was busier. She was here to keep an eye on Sophia’s regulars, after all, and that was hard to do when none of them were here. But now that Alice was here, she felt a lot safer than she had just moments ago, and the other woman was right; it would be nice to spend some girl time with her and Sophia.

“I’m not sure,” she admitted. “I don’t have anything else I have to do today. Do you know if Sophia has any projects she wants to get done this weekend? I’d be happy to pitch in.”

“She mentioned something about working on repairs to the old barn,” Alice said. “We ran into each other while I was walking over, and she’s on her way to the old barn now. I just stopped in here because I saw you as I was walking past.”

“I’ll join you two, in that case,” Eve said. She grabbed her coat, which she had taken off while she was working with the horses and fell into step alongside Alice as they left the horse barn and headed down a slushy path toward the old, wooden barn at the back of the property. They were the only ones there. It was an oddly quiet day, and Eve wondered just how much Sophia’s business had already been impacted by Victor’s murder.

True to form, Sophia got down to business as soon as Alice and Eve joined her in the old barn. She pointed out what they were going to be working on today—a cracked support beam that needed reinforcement—and assigned each of them jobs. Eve’s was to measure the length of wood they were going to join to the broken one, so she sat down with a measuring tape and a pencil to do just that, vaguely remembering an old adage to measure twice but cut once.

Only after they had started the work did Sophia relax enough to chat. Her face seemed more lined than usual, as if the stress of the past week had aged her rapidly. “Thank you for your help lately, Eve,” Sophia said. “Have you heard anything? I know my regular clients and employees talk, and hopefully by now they’re used to you enough that they won’t hold their tongues.”

“I’ve had a few conversations, but nothing that paints a glowing sign over anyone’s head,” Eve told her. “All I really learned is everyone hated Victor. No one seems to care much that he’s dead other than how it affects them.”

“I wish I could say I was surprised,” Sophia said. “I try to be an empathetic person myself, but it’s difficult for me to care more about an unpleasant man than my own livelihood, and I’m starting to worry this might be the end. I can’t keep this place running without enough money coming in, and let me tell you, maintaining a property like this is expensive.”

“You’re not thinking of selling, are you?” Alice asked from where she was digging through a bucket full of metal parts, looking for a brace to use on the support beam.

“I won’t sell my home,” Sophia said firmly. “But I might need to sell some of the property, or see if I can sell the rights to my business before I lose out on too many clients to scare away prospective buyers. Perhaps I can look into leasing the facilities out. That ought to give me enough money to support myself with the option of restarting my business when the lease ends in a few years.”

“Don’t start looking into options yet,” Alice said firmly. “It’s only been a week. The police will find the killer, or maybe he’ll come forward and confess. As soon as people know it’s safe to come back here, everything will get back to normal. You’ll see.”

Eve kept her mouth shut. She wasn’t so sure. From the sound of it, Lisa wasn’t either. Sophia’s riding stable had already survived one major blow when her husband was arrested for murder. A second murder tied to her business within a year might just be too much for her to recover from.


CHAPTER TEN




Sophia’s mood did not improve as they worked. She remained morose and unhopeful, and Eve hated that there was nothing she could do for the other woman. She knew it wasn’t her fault, and Sophia had never said a word about blaming her, but as they worked together to join the new beam to the old one, sistering it with metal braces and hefty bolts, she began to wonder if it would have been better if she and Aidan hadn’t gone ice skating that day. Sure, it only would have delayed the inevitable discovery of Victor’s body, but if all of this happened in the summer, rather than the depths of winter, maybe Sophia’s outlook would have been better. At least in the summer, Sophia wouldn’t have to pay so much for hay, or worry about heating her home, or any of the other myriad expenses that came with the winter. If money wasn’t quite so tight and she had a little more breathing room, maybe she would have had more hope for the future.

Of course, there was no going back in time. Victor’s body had already been found. They couldn’t just put him back in the pond and forget about him until a more convenient time. Right now, it was do or die for Sophia—except, there was nothing she could do.

Out of a wordless agreement to try to bolster the other woman’s mood, she and Alice tried to keep the conversation upbeat, and in the end, it was the topic of her relationship with Aidan that finally got the barest smile out of the older woman.

“I was so nervous about getting back into the dating game after I’ve been single for so long, but even though things are still so new with Aidan, it all just feels so ... so perfect. Like I never had anything to worry about in the first place. Every time I think about him, I feel like everything’s right in the world.”

Alice made a face but there was no real heat behind it as she said, “I’m really glad you have someone you feel that way about, Eve, and I’m glad my brother has someone who feels that way about him, but it’s so weird to hear you talking about him like that. I’ll never be able to see him as anything other than my dorky little brother.”

Sophia chuckled. “That’s how it went for me and Garrett. Some people thought I was foolish to marry him as soon after I started dating him, but when you know, you know.” She faltered, her expression darkening as she thought of her husband. Eve and Alice exchanged another glance. Time to change the subject.

“So, Sophia, did you ever get a chance to read—”

Whatever book Alice was about to bring up, Eve never found out. A knock on the barn door—which they had closed in an effort to keep some of the cold out—made all three of them startle and look over at the sound. Alice let out a nervous giggle at their responses and Sophia raised her voice to call out, “Go ahead and open the door. Who is it?”

The barn door slid open on its runner, and in stepped Mark, walking with a limp. Eve relaxed a little when she saw him. She had no way to know whether or not he was the killer, but even if he was, three on one wasn’t bad odds.

“Sorry for the interruption,” he grunted, glancing at the work they were doing on the support beam. “Sophia, I need to talk to you.”

“What’s going on, Mark?”

He took a breath and tugged down the edges of his wool hat, as if he was reluctant to say whatever was on his mind. Sophia crossed her arms and waited until he relented. “Well, when you hired me to manage things while you were out of town, I told you it was only going to be temporary, and I’ve just about reached my limits. I’ll still help this coming week since I told you I would, but after that, I’m done.”

Sophia closed her eyes briefly, exhaustion flickering across her face, but when she opened them again her gaze was understanding. “Don’t worry, you’ve already done more than I expected,” she said. “Do you think you’d be willing to come back after the police resolve Victor’s murder?”

He shook his head. “This doesn’t have anything to do with that at all, ma’am. I probably would have left sooner if not for that, in fact. I never meant to stay so long. I suppose I felt guilty.”

“Guilty?” Eve asked, unable to keep the sudden suspicion out of her voice.

“You know what I mean. I’d have felt bad leaving with everything that was going on.”

“Well, all I can do is thank you for helping as long as you have,” Sophia said evenly. “I know it was difficult for you to come back here.”

“I hadn’t realized how much I’ve missed working around the horses,” he admitted. “But that just makes it harder, to remember everything I lost. Besides, I can’t help feeling bad for them. All of this training and stress, for what? Some silly competitions? Now that I’ve been out of this community for a while, I can’t stop seeing its flaws.”

“I understand completely,” Sophia said. “Thank you for letting me know. Don’t feel bad about leaving, you were honest about it being a temporary situation from the beginning.”

He nodded at them in farewell and left, sliding the barn door shut behind him.

“What exactly happened to him?” Alice asked after a few moments, giving him enough time to get far enough away he wouldn’t be able to overhear. “I heard he broke his back a while ago. Did that happen here?”

“No, thank goodness,” Sophia said. “That’s one disaster that didn’t happen on my property. He was at a show jumping competition and took a bad spill. He fractured a vertebra and broke his hip. He was lucky to be able to walk again, but he can’t ride competitively anymore. I’m not even sure if he’s been up on a horse since the accident. This happened a few years ago, and I don’t think it’s gotten any easier for him to handle. I’m not surprised he’s had enough, but it’s still going to be tough when he leaves. I know I need to hire some permanent employees, but I don’t even know if I’m going to be able to keep this place running for another year without that added expense.”

Eve felt so bad for Sophia that she wanted to volunteer even more of her time, but she held her tongue. She had too much going on in her life. She couldn’t come here every evening on top of keeping up with her dog’s training, exploring her and Aidan’s new relationship, and all of her other responsibilities. She felt terrible for what Sophia was going through, but she felt like she was already doing as much as she could to help.

She was afraid it wasn’t enough.


CHAPTER ELEVEN




Eve left Sophia’s property that evening feeling depressed. She had a few messages waiting for her on her phone, including a text from Aidan asking her how the day had gone, and responded to him while her car warmed up. Could have gone better, but nothing weird happened. I feel bad for Sophia. I really think she might not recover from all of this. She’s already talking about selling or leasing her property.

He texted back a minute later, I’m sorry. I know Alice is worried about her too. Do you need some cheering up? I can grab some food, and we could eat in tonight, if you want. Maybe we can come up with a way to help if we spend some time brainstorming about it.

Seeing Aidan tonight would make her feel better, and she wasn’t shy about admitting as much. Yes, please. I’d love to get dinner with you. I’m about to leave from Sophia’s place. Should I stop somewhere for the food?

I’m happy to do it. Do you want to meet at your place or mine? he asked.

She replied, Is mine okay? The dogs have been alone most of the day, and they’ll appreciate the company.

Sure! I picked up some treats for them the other day, so I’ll bring those with me.

She smiled at the message, then put her phone down and reversed out of her parking spot. It had been a long day, but miraculously, her mood was already on the rise.

Dinner with Aidan was just as much fun as she hoped. Eating alone with him—well, as alone as they could get with the dogs staring at them—was an odd mixture of cozy comfort and exhilarating newness. He was already her friend, so she trusted him and had spent plenty of time with him, but the new status of their relationship made everything feel shiny and exciting. Each brush of their hands felt like fireworks, and even though he didn’t have any more luck coming up with a way to help Sophia than she did, just having someone to lean on, someone who shared her concerns and tried to help her with them, made her feel better.

They were talking on the couch and scrolling through her streaming services, trying to figure out what movie they wanted to watch, when her phone rang. It was late by now, just after nine on a Sunday night, and for the life of her, she couldn’t figure out who would be calling. Even Tiana usually texted unless it was urgent or one of them was driving. She had to get up to fetch her phone from where she had left it in the kitchen, and when she saw the caller ID on the screen, her stomach clenched, instinct telling her something was wrong.

Sophia wouldn’t be calling her otherwise.

“Hello?” she said, answering her phone.

“Thank goodness,” Sophia said, her voice strained. “I was worried you wouldn’t answer. Can one of your dogs track down a horse?”

Confused, it took Eve a moment to process the words. “A horse? Like, a missing horse?”

“Yes. There’s been an incident, and Hector the Great is missing.”

Hector the Great; everything seemed to keep coming back to this horse. She didn’t have any proof, but she would be willing to bet her next paycheck that whatever happened at Sophia’s ranch tonight had something to do with Victor’s murder.

“I have no idea if she’d be able to find a horse,” she admitted, turning to look at Willow, who was standing in the entrance to the kitchen, her head cocked. “She’s only been trained to find humans.”

“Well, can you try?” Sophia asked, her tone clipped. “It’s not going to make things worse. I need to get this horse back, Eve. Not only for his own safety, but also because if something happens to him, Victor’s estate is going to sue me into the ground. That horse costs more than a new car.”

“I’ll get Willow ready to go and we’ll see what we can do,” Eve said, all hopes of a nice evening in with Aidan vanishing before her eyes. But what was she going to do, say no when an animal’s safety was at stake? “I really don’t know how helpful she’ll be, though. Do you have anyone else out searching?”

“This is an all hands on deck situation. I already called Alice to help, and I’ve got Lisa and Mark out looking too. Do you think Aidan would be willing to help?”

“He’s here with me now. I’ll ask him, but I’m sure he’ll want to come along,” she said. “What happened?”

“Later,” Sophia said. “Get out here with that dog of yours as quickly as you can. We need to find this horse before something bad happens to him.”

She ended the call without saying goodbye. Eve made a face at the phone, but she knew she shouldn’t be insulted. She would be in a panic too, if one of her dogs was missing. With a sigh, she patted her thigh to invite Willow over and scratched behind the dog’s ears. “Ready to branch out a little? Think you can find a horse?”

Willow’s wagging tail told her the dog was game for anything. She wanted to think Willow would be able to do it, but it seemed like everything had been going wrong lately. She didn’t want to put any hope in something that was completely untested.

She wasn’t surprised when Aidan volunteered to come along with her, the instant she told him what was going on. He put away the last of the food while she let the dogs out, then put Willow’s gear on and tossed Atlas a couple of extra treats to make up for leaving him behind. His specialty was finding human remains; something they definitely didn’t need tonight.

She, Aidan, and Willow all piled into her station wagon, and Eve hit the gas, driving towards Sophia’s property as swiftly as she dared in the darkness. They traded theories about what could be going on, but it wasn’t until they got to Sophia’s ranch and the frantic woman waved them over that they finally got a solid answer.

“I was just finishing dinner when I heard a commotion outside,” she said. “Imagine my surprise when I got up to look out the window only to find a horse staring back at me. Someone had opened all of the stalls and let them all go. I managed to get them all rounded up—a few of them hadn’t even left the barn—but Hector still hasn’t turned up. I’m worried someone stole him, and I think releasing the other horses was a distraction, but I would have heard if someone pulled into the driveway with a horse trailer. They had to have led him off the property, and I need you to figure out which way they went.”

“Have you called the police?” Eve asked, worried.

“Of course I have,” Sophia said. “They said they’d send one of the deputies out to look for him, but he’s not here yet and every second counts.”

Sophia was right; a life was in danger. Maybe not a human one, but she didn’t want an innocent horse to get hurt either. Thankfully, Hector had a special saddle pad that only he used, and it was this Sophia brought out for Willow to sniff so she could get his scent. Eve tried to keep her uncertainty to herself; she knew her dog would do better if Eve was confident in her, and she tried to focus on the positives. Willow was a smart dog, and she knew how to follow a scent. What would it matter to her if that scent was a horse’s instead of a human’s?

“I’ve already got the others out there combing the woods and driving up and down the road looking for him,” Sophia said. “I told them to tell any other passers-by they come across what’s going on, so hopefully anyone you encounter will be driving slowly, but still, be careful. I need that horse back, but I don’t want you to get hurt finding him.”

“We’ll be careful,” Eve promised. She looked down at Willow. “All right, girl. We can do this. Search!”


CHAPTER TWELVE




Willow set off down the muddy gravel driveway, the light Eve wore on a band around her head illuminating the ground around her in a stark circle. Aidan followed along beside her, watching with clear interest but thankfully not interrupting her. She was watching Willow closely, still not sure if the dog knew what she was supposed to be doing or if she had the right scent. She saw hoof prints in the mud that was beginning to ice over with the evening’s temperature drop, but since Sophia said all the horses had gotten out, she wasn’t sure if that counted as a sign they were on the right track or not.

When they reached the road and the dog swung sharply right, pulling at the harness, she became more certain that Willow had something. From her other side, Sophia asked, “Can you tell how close he is?”

“No, not yet.”

“If someone loaded him into a trailer, would she be able to follow him?”

“To an extent, but depending on how far they took him, it might not be very helpful.”

“At least we know for sure whoever took him brought him to the road, and they led him this way when they left the driveway.” Her eyes narrowed as if she was already thinking of possible suspects.

Willow kept pulling, so Eve broke into a jog. The others followed. They passed Alice a few seconds later; she was walking along the road on the other side, looking for hoof prints in the snowy bank that led up to the woods. She waved at them and said she hadn’t seen anything, but promised she would keep looking.

They must have gone at least a mile, maybe two, when Willow pulled sharply to the left, her nose leading them to a field that was fenced off with livestock fencing. Sophia raised her flashlight and Eve spotted a barn in the distance.

“Do you know the property owner?” Eve asked, pulling the dog to a stop. “I’m not comfortable with trespassing unless we get permission, not unless we know for sure he’s somewhere nearby.”

“This is Tom Johnson’s property,” Sophia murmured, gazing past the fence. It was too dark to see much, but there was no immediate evidence of the horse. Still, Sophia scowled. “I should have guessed. I was a dramatic teenage girl once too. I bet this is all Savannah’s doing.”

As soon as Sophia said it, Eve realized she had to be right. Savannah Johnson absolutely loved Hector the Great, and she knew the horse was soon to be sold off to a stranger, and probably never to be seen again. She only lived a couple miles from Sophia’s farm and could easily have gotten there on foot, and Willow had led them right to their property. Stealing a horse was a huge leap to take, but even though she knew it wasn’t the right solution, she could see how Savannah might have landed on it as her only hope.

“At least that means he’s probably safe,” she offered as she patted Willow and clipped her leash to her collar instead of her harness. “Good job, sweetie,” she added.

Sophia sighed. “I suppose that’s one silver lining. Come on, we’d better go get him back.”

They followed Sophia further down the road to the Johnsons’s driveway. She led them up it, past the gate, and straight to the single-story ranch house with glowing lights in its windows. Tom Johnson answered the door only a few seconds after she knocked.

“What’s going on?” he asked, giving Eve and the others an uncertain look.

“Is your daughter in, Tom?” Sophia asked. “Hector the Great is missing, and I have reason to believe he might be here.”

Tom frowned and ran a hand through his short hair. “She’s out in the barn. She likes to camp out there sometimes. I thought it seemed odd she wanted to do it in the cold, but I didn’t suspect she’d done something like this.” He grabbed a flashlight from near the door and flicked it on. “Come on, let’s get your horse back. I’m so sorry about this. I can’t believe she would go so far as to steal him—what was she thinking?”

They followed him to his barn, which was clearly occupied judging from the warm light that glowed through the gaps in the wood and the soft humming coming from inside. When he pulled the sliding door back, the first thing Eve saw was the horse. Hector the Great was contentedly munching on some hay while Savannah combed his mane. The girl looked over in shock when her father threw the door open, and her eyes immediately fixed on Sophia, who was livid. Eve thought the only thing keeping her from shouting was the fact that she didn’t want to spook the horse.

“Little girl, you had better hope this horse doesn’t so much as have a scratch on him. You’ll be lucky if I don’t press charges. Horse theft is a serious crime, and you or he could have been seriously injured. Not only did you take him, but you also let all of the other horses go! What if one of them had gotten hit by a car? I can’t believe you were irresponsible enough to put all of the horses at risk and steal Hector. Did you really think your father would let you keep him, anyway?”

Savannah dropped the comb, her eyes widening. “I didn’t steal him!”

“Savannah!” her father snapped. “Do you think we’re blind? The evidence is standing right in front of me, eating last summer’s hay!”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN




Savannah stepped in front of the horse, her arms spread wide as if to protect him. “I know how it looks, Dad, but I swear, I didn’t steal him. I saw him walking up our driveway after dinner and I hurried outside to make sure he was okay. I didn’t know what to do, so I brought him into the barn. I thought he escaped because he wanted to be here with me. He missed me just as much as I missed him. I was going to call Sophia in the morning, I swear.”

Sophia pressed her lips together into a thin line. “A likely story,” she muttered. But Tom cleared his throat.

“Hold on. I think we should think about what she’s saying. I can confirm she was here all evening, until all of a sudden, she got it into her mind to camp out in the barn for the night. When did the horses get loose?”

“About two hours ago now,” Sophia said, glancing at her watch.

“Then she couldn’t have done it. We were eating dinner around that time, and I would have noticed if she took off long enough to sneak onto your property and steal a horse.”

“I’m telling the truth, I swear,” Savannah said. “Why would I steal him? I know I wouldn’t be able to keep him. He showed up here all on his own. I promise, that’s what happened.”

Before the argument could continue, Sophia’s cell phone rang. She glanced at the screen, then answered it with a sigh. “Hey, Lisa. We found him.” She paused. “He looks all right. He’s at the Johnson’s property.” Another pause. “Yeah, can you bring it? Take my truck, the keys are in the visor.” She ended the call, still frowning at Savannah. “That was Lisa. She’s going to bring the trailer around so I can take him home. I’ll text the others to let them know we found him.”

“Lisa’s here too?” Savannah asked, focusing on Eve since Sophia was busy with her phone.

“Everyone’s here,” Sophia said, not looking up from her screen. “I had to call everyone to come help out, because you decided to act like you’re half your age and put all of the horses at risk for no good reason.”

“I told you, I didn’t steal him,” Savannah said. “You have to believe me.”

“Even if that’s true, you should have called me as soon as you saw him outside,” Sophia snapped.

Savannah didn’t have an answer to that and looked down, her lips trembling. The sound of a small engine made Eve glance out through the open barn door. She saw headlights at the end of the driveway, too small to be a car. Sophia looked around too and sighed. “That’ll be Mark on the four-wheeler. I told him he could take it to look for Hector since it’s hard for him to walk on icy ground for too long. I guess he was nearby when he got my text.”

Sure enough, it was Mark on the four-wheeler. He pulled up to the barn, leaving tire tracks in the muddy slush of the driveway. “Well, there he is,” he said as he got off the vehicle. “I’m glad he’s safe. Should have known he’d end up here. Can’t believe we didn’t think to look here first.”

His voice was slurred a little, as if he had been drinking. Eve was pretty sure he wasn’t supposed to be driving the four-wheeler if that was the case, but it didn’t seem the time to bring it up.

“I really am sorry, Sophia,” Tom said. “I didn’t know she would do something like this. I hope you know I would have called you right away if I realized what was going on.”

Sophia sighed but before she could respond, another vehicle arrived — Lisa, driving Sophia’s truck and pulling a horse trailer behind it. She pulled ahead so the back of the trailer was even with the barn door and got out, giving Savannah a strained smile.

“There’s the missing horse,” she said. “I guess we’re back to the wild west days of horse theft, huh?”

“I didn’t steal him!” Savannah said, starting to cry.

“Sweetie, why don’t you say goodbye to Hector and go inside?” Tom said. “I’ll handle this.”

Savannah hugged the horse around the neck and gave him a last few pats before turning and trudging morosely back to the house. Lisa sighed, looking after her. “I feel bad for her, but she went too far with this.”

“She didn’t steal him,” Tom said. “I trust my daughter. I agree she should have notified you as soon as she found him, however, and I’ll be talking to her about that.”

Sophia sighed. “Do you expect me to believe the horse freed himself and all of the other horses and found his own way over here? This isn’t a fantasy book.”

“I know that, but I’m not surprised he came over here if he ended up loose somehow. They do have a special bond, even Victor admitted it. Why don’t you just let him stay for a few days? We have the barn set up, we have a good fence around our field. I know whoever’s in charge of the estate is going to sell him, but we’d be thrilled to keep him here until then. As you know, Victor had agreed to lease him to us.”

Eve frowned. “You told me he didn’t. You said he’d backed out.”

Tom winced. “He changed his mind at the last minute, that’s all. I would have talked him around.”

Lisa was frowning at him. “I know how much you love your daughter, Tom. I bet you were pretty mad when Victor backed out of the lease, huh?”

“Of course I was. I was livid. Who does he think he is, breaking my girl’s heart like that?”

Eve and Aidan exchanged a look, but Sophia was the one who spoke up, her words measured. “Just how angry were you when he told you he was backing out, Tom? Angry enough to kill?”

Tom’s face flushed instantly. “Are you accusing me of murder?”

“Enough,” Lisa said when the horse snorted and shifted, beginning to look uncertain at the rising tempers. “Let’s get Hector loaded up. We can figure everything else out later.”

“Well, let me just go on the record saying I didn’t kill anyone and my daughter didn’t steal that horse. She’s been here all evening. She did not let all of your horses out of their stalls. Which means you’d better start looking for who did.”

It finally seemed to dawn on Sophia that if Savannah really hadn’t released all the horses and stolen Hector, then the culprit was still out there somewhere. Her eyes flitted across Eve and Aidan and then Lisa, and landed on Mark, her brows furrowing. “It only took you five minutes to get to my house when I called you for help,” she muttered. “You’ve been drinking, Mark. Don’t lie, I can tell. What were you doing driving around and drinking five minutes away from my property tonight?”

“I was just out, trying to clear my head, and I realized I’d had too much to drink to drive safely, so I pulled over. I didn’t even realize I was so close to your house until you called.”

Eve looked at him, then she looked at the four-wheeler he had been driving. Her eyes fell on the tracks in the driveway. Familiar tracks. She remembered how, the day they found the body, the little trailer had still been attached to the four-wheeler. How Sophia said Mark was the one who had been using it that week, to help him get around the property quicker.

With his injuries, Mark wouldn’t have been able to move a body to the pond by himself, but she had seen the man shoveling pitchforks full of dirty sawdust. She thought he would have the strength to put a man in a trailer, even if he couldn’t carry him far. And from everything the others had said about him, Victor was exactly the sort of man that Mark, a man who had reached a point in his life where he liked animals more than people, would hate.

“Be honest with me,” Sophia said when Mark hesitated. “I am this far from the end of my rope.” She held up her fingers an inch apart. “You don’t want to test me.”

He winced. “Look, I–I knew it was a bad idea as soon as I was done. I really did pull over when I realized I’d had too much to drink, but then I realized I was right by your driveway. I thought about how all those horses I love so much are at the mercy of people like Victor, people who don’t appreciate them or all the things horses have done for us over the centuries. I decided to give them a chance at freedom, just once, so they could have a taste of it. I knew I messed up as soon as I got back to my truck after I opened all of the stalls, and I was already trying to figure out a way to go back and help you catch them without confessing to what I’d done when you called me. The last thing I wanted was for any of them to get hurt. I’ve been having a tough time ever since I agreed to work for you again. I should have known to stay away from the horse world. I’m sorry. I know I messed up, but at least none of the animals got hurt.”

“None of the animals got hurt, but what about people?” Eve asked, unable to keep quiet anymore. She nodded at the four-wheeler. “Aidan and I both saw tracks frozen in the dirt when we got to the pond last Saturday. I’m pretty sure they match the tracks from this four-wheeler. That means that someone was out there with it during the thaw, around the same time Victor vanished. It was you, wasn’t it? All week I’ve been hearing about how cruel Victor was to his horse, and you couldn’t stand that, could you? I don’t think Tom would risk losing custody of his daughter, and Lisa didn’t like Victor either, but she didn’t hate him as much as you did. It has to be you.”

“You don’t understand,” Mark said. “Victor was a waste of breath! He was cruel to that horse for no reason, despite that Hector always tried his best. Victor had the great gift of being healthy and having a wonderful horse to work with, and he never once realized how lucky he was! I couldn’t stand it. When I saw him shouting at Hector in the stall, I just lost it. I barely even realized what I was doing until I saw his body on the ground and realized I had a bloody shovel in my hands.”

She felt Aidan’s arm around her as he pulled her partially behind himself, as if he thought Mark was going to lunge at her after his confession, but Mark just broke down, wiping tears from his eyes as he sobbed. Sophia looked at him in exhaustion laced with disgust and more than a little sadness, and Lisa’s lip curled.

“There is your culprit,” she spat. “I used to feel bad for you, Mark, but you’ve changed—and not because of your injury. You hurt a lot of people, not just Victor, with what you did, and you put the horses at risk too. I hope you rot in prison.”

She walked past him and untied Hector, speaking soft words to the horse as she led him past them and into the trailer. Willow wagged her tail at the horse as he passed by. Eve slipped her phone out of her pocket, idly reaching down to touch Willow’s head in reassurance. The dog seemed confused about what was going on, and Eve didn’t blame her. This was the weirdest night they’d had in a long time, and it wasn’t over yet. Sophia looked tired down to her very bones, and Eve didn’t want to put even more on her plate, so she decided to call the police herself. Thankfully, Mark didn’t look like he was going anywhere. He looked like a man who had reached the end of his rope, and decided he was content just to hang there until the authorities arrived to take him away.


EPILOGUE


“I can hardly believe it,” Aidan whispered in awe.

“I know. Me either.”

“It’s a miracle.”

Eve grinned at him and he returned it with a grin of his own. She broke down first, laughing, and said, “Our very first date without some sort of emergency or a murder hanging over our heads. I can’t believe we managed it.”

“Well, I don’t know if I believe in karma, but it was definitely time some good came our way,” he said. He took her hand as they left the restaurant. It was a cold night, but for the first time this year, Eve thought she could smell spring in the air.

“This is going to be an amazing year,” Aidan told her as he unlocked the car. “Don’t ask me how I know, I can just tell.”

“Hey, I’m right there with you,” she said. There was so much to look forward to; not only her new relationship with Aidan, but Tiana’s wedding, an upcoming meeting with Michigan Mutt’s Search and Aid where Jan would speak as club president for the first time, and of course, Alice was still planning on getting a horse of her own. Now that Victor’s murder had been solved, Sophia was determined to keep her riding stable open for as long as she could. Eve wasn’t sure if she was going to manage it, but she knew the older woman was going to try her hardest. She had even been talking about making Lisa her business partner, which Eve thought was a good idea.

“Oh, did I ever tell you about Savannah and Hector?” she asked as Aidan started the car. He went along with the seeming non sequitur easily.

“Last I heard, you said Sophia was going to let her keep taking lessons at the stable, but that’s it.”

“Well, remember how the police were offering a reward for any information leading to the arrest of Victor’s killer? Well, I got together with Sophia and Lisa and we all decided to let Tom get the reward. It was nowhere near enough for them to buy Hector outright, but Lisa managed to pull some strings with the person in charge of Victor’s estate and apparently, they found an unsigned copy of the lease contract. That was enough for the estate manager to allow Tom to lease the horse for the summer, and he’s using the reward money as a down payment. They worked out an agreement where the Johnsons will be able to make payments on Hector, and eventually buy him outright. So, it’s a happy ending for everyone involved. Savannah will get the horse she loves, Hector will get a good home.”

“That’s great,” Aidan said. “I’m happy for them.”

Eve was too. A man was still dead, so it wasn’t quite a fairy tale ending, but she thought things had been resolved as well as they could. Things were looking up for everyone — especially for her and Aidan.
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