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 CHAPTER
ONE

“So, how did it go?” Andrew
Milhone asked as he stepped inside Katherine Harper’s
apartment.

Kat kicked the door shut. “Awful. It was the worst
job interview in recorded history.”

Tom, Kat’s brown-and-black cat, poked his head out
of the kitchen. When he spotted Andrew, his ears pricked and he ran
over to them, meowing the whole way.

“What do you think, Tommy boy?”
Andrew asked, crouching down. “You think your mommy’s interview was
as bad as she’s making it out to be?”

Tom responded by flopping onto one side and splaying
his legs.

Andrew lifted one eyebrow. “Wow. That must have been
one dire interview.”

“I told you.” Kat trudged into the
living room and slumped onto the couch. “My chances of getting the
job would have been better if I hadn’t even shown up
today.”

Andrew stood up and took off his coat. “Yeah, but
then you’d have to wait until your first day on the job to
humiliate yourself.”

Kat stuck her tongue out at him.

Andrew’s eyes twinkled as he walked toward her. But
he didn’t get very far before Tom scrambled upright and raced in
front of him, coming to a halt in the exact spot where Andrew was
about to step.

Andrew pulled his foot back at the last second,
narrowly avoiding stepping on Tom’s tail. But the abrupt motion
caused him to lose his balance. He pitched forward, his coat flying
out of his hands. He somehow managed to catch himself on the sofa
armrest, ending up only half sprawled on the floor.

Kat’s heart lurched, and she bent closer to him.
“Are you all right?”

He blew his sandy hair out of his eyes. “Your cat
almost killed me.”

“Next time don’t be the first to
walk away,” Kat advised, relaxing a little now that she knew he
wasn’t injured. “As long as he’s still lingering, he hasn’t gotten
enough attention yet.”

Andrew got back on his feet. “I didn’t think he ever
got enough.”

Kat grinned. “It’s a very rare occurrence.”

Andrew circled around to the front of the couch. Tom
watched his progress with the intensity of a hawk. His dilated
pupils suggested he was contemplating the merits of attempting
another dash-and-stop. He looked almost disappointed when Andrew
plopped onto the seat next to Kat, eliminating the feline’s chances
of tripping him again.

“So, give me all the details about
this interview,” Andrew said, draping his arm around Kat’s
shoulders.

She sagged against him. “You sure you want to
know?”

“Whatever happened, I doubt it was
as bad as you’re making it out to be.”

“Really? My interviewer’s name was
Leo Price, but I was so nervous I botched it and called him Mr.
Lice.”

Andrew chuckled.

“It’s not funny,” she
said.

“It’s a little funny.”

She considered arguing with him, then opted to let
it go. “Well, what happened next isn’t funny. When I reached out to
shake his hand, I knocked over his coffee mug and spilled hot
coffee all over the front of his pants.”

“It was an accident. Anybody could
have done the same.”

“Have you ever poured coffee on
Chief Kenny’s lap?” she challenged.

“Well, no.”

“And that wasn’t even the worst
part of the interview.” Kat’s stomach clenched just thinking about
what had occurred next. “After he dried himself off as best he
could, he asked about my prior programming experience.”

“So?”

“So that’s when I told him about
that database project I worked on in college as part of Professor
Bluefield’s team.”

Andrew tilted his head. “You mean the one to track
the trees planted on your campus? Didn’t you say your department
gave you some kind of award for that database?”

“I did.”

“So what’s the
problem?”

“The problem is, as it turns out,
Leo and my old professor went to high school together thirty years
ago. At the end of their senior year, Professor Bluefield stole
Leo’s girlfriend away and married her himself.”

Andrew winced. “Ouch.”

Kat sighed. “Exactly. I wish I had known that before
I listed Professor Bluefield as a reference.”

“Leo might not have even seen
that. If DataRightly operates anything like the Cherry Hills Police
Department, their Human Resources department handles all the
reference checks.”

Kat rested the back of her head against Andrew’s arm
and stared up at the ceiling. “The way my luck is going, I doubt
it.”

As if sensing her need for comfort, Matty, Kat’s
yellow-and-brown tortoiseshell cat, jumped onto the cushion next to
her and settled down against her leg. Kat rested her palm on
Matty’s back. The feel of the feline’s soft, warm body underneath
her fingers did wonders to lift some of her dejection.

So as not to be left out, Tom leapt onto Andrew’s
lap. He tilted his head to one side as if to question why Andrew
had stopped with the belly rubs. Andrew responded by scratching Tom
between the ears. Apparently that was an acceptable answer. Tom
started kneading Andrew’s leg with his front paws, his claws
extending and contracting as the sound of his purring filled the
air.

Kat rolled her head sideways until Andrew was in her
direct line of vision. “I’m worried I’ll never find a job in my
field unless I move to Seattle or someplace with more tech
companies. There just aren’t a lot of options in Central
Washington.”

She felt Andrew’s arm tense under her head. “Are you
thinking of moving?” he asked.

“I’d prefer not to. I like it
here.”

Andrew scooted closer to her. “I’m glad. I like
having you back in Cherry Hills.”

She snuggled against him, marveling at how her
perspective had changed since she’d moved back to her childhood
hometown four months ago. Back in July she hadn’t felt much of an
attachment to Cherry Hills. Now, she couldn’t imagine being happy
anywhere else.

“I just wish more local places
were looking for programmers,” she said, brushing a wad of loose
fur off of Matty and watching it drift toward the carpet. “At this
rate, I’ll be waitressing at Jessie’s Diner until I qualify for
social security.”

The sound of Andrew’s cell ringtone interrupted
their conversation. He eased his arm away from Kat and fished the
phone out of his pants pocket, careful not to disturb Tom as he did
so. “Milhone,” he answered.

Kat watched him as she stroked Matty, a little buzz
of energy zipping through her body. Sometimes she still couldn’t
believe they were a couple. When they were growing up together, she
never would have imagined that one day their relationship would
morph into something romantic.

“I’ll be right there,” Andrew said
before pulling his phone away from his ear and disconnecting the
call.

His grim tone prompted Kat to sit up straighter.
“What’s wrong?”

Andrew nudged Tom aside and stood up. “I have to
go.”

Kat scrambled off the couch, ignoring the dirty look
Matty shot her. “But you just got off work. I thought we were going
to eat dinner together.”

“Well, apparently I was only on a
short break.”

Kat had trouble breathing as she watched him shove
his phone back into his pocket and scoop his coat off of the floor.
As a police detective, there were only a few reasons why Andrew
might be called back to work. None of them were pleasant.

He stopped walking halfway to the front door and
turned around. The light she had seen in his eyes earlier was gone
now. “Kat, you’re going to hear this sooner or later, so I might as
well be the one to tell you,” he said.

Her heart stopped beating. “What’s that?”

“Leo Price was just found stabbed
outside the DataRightly building.” Andrew’s jaw clenched. “He
didn’t make it, Kat. He’s dead.”


 CHAPTER
TWO

“Kat! Come in,” Imogene Little
said, throwing her front door open. “I’m tickled you’re here.
Willow has to skip today’s board meeting, but we still have plenty
of things to talk about.”

Dread pooled in Kat’s stomach as she stepped over
the threshold. She had yet to tell her friend and fellow Furry
Friends Foster Families board member about her disastrous job
interview and her interviewer’s subsequent murder. As the person
who had put Kat in contact with Leo Price, how would Imogene feel
knowing her good deed had ended so tragically?

Leo’s murder has nothing to do with your
interview, Kat reminded herself for the
hundredth time. Him dying mere hours after you met him is
pure coincidence.

“I can’t tell you how excited I am
about the approach of Thanksgiving,” Imogene said, shutting the
front door and leading the way to her home office. “Do you have any
plans in two weeks?”

Kat trailed after her. “No.”

Imogene rubbed her palms together. “Then you’ll be
spending the holiday here. I’m throwing an all-vegan event. Bring
Andrew, if you’d like. The more the merrier.”

“We’ll be there.” Kat cleared her
throat. “Uh, Imogene, there’s some—”

“I know,” Imogene interrupted,
flapping her hand. “You’re going to tell me Andrew’s not vegan,
right?”

“That wasn’t—”

“Don’t worry about it. I plan on
having so many delicious substitutes available he won’t even notice
the lack of meat.”

Kat pressed one hand against her middle. All this
talk of food was making her already upset stomach perform
flip-flops.

“Oh, I almost forgot!” Imogene
whirled around, a beaming smile threatening to split her face in
two. “Your job interview was this afternoon, wasn’t it?”

Kat nodded.

“Well?” Imogene said, her eyes
bright. “How did it go?”

“Okay.” Kat saw no point in
recounting how badly she had blown it. “But something happened
afterward.”

Imogene clapped her hands. “Leo called to offer you
the job!”

Kat shifted her weight between her feet. “Not
exactly.”

“Well, I’m sure he will soon. He’d
be silly not to hire you, as smart and hardworking as you
are.”

Kat took a deep breath. “Imogene, there’s something
I have to tell you.”

Imogene must have heard the tremble in Kat’s voice.
Her smile wavered for the first time. “What’s wrong?”

Kat’s mouth went dry. She had been struggling to
figure out the best way to break the news of Leo’s death ever since
Andrew had hurried out of her apartment an hour ago, and she had
yet to come up with the right words. Maybe there just wasn’t an
easy way to broach such a topic.

But she had to say something. Imogene was looking at
her with such concern that it wasn’t fair to keep her in
suspense.

“Leo died,” she blurted
out.

Imogene gasped, her hand floating toward her chest.
“During your interview?”

“No, no.” The thought made Kat
shudder. “After. Andrew got the call around six o’clock this
evening. Imogene, he was murdered.”

“Murdered?” Imogene stared at Kat
with wide eyes.

“Andrew said he was stabbed in the
DataRightly parking lot.”

“Oh my goodness.” Imogene stumbled
toward the closest piece of furniture, an armchair, and collapsed
into it.

Kat sat down on the edge of the coffee table, her
heart heavy. “I’m sorry.”

Clover, Imogene’s big white cat, sauntered into the
room. He took one look at them before evidently deciding they
weren’t in any frame of mind to cater to his needs and continuing
toward the kitchen.

“I just can’t believe this,”
Imogene muttered to herself. “Who would have wanted to kill Leo? He
had such a big heart.” She paused. “Unless it was that Franklin
Delacourt.”

“Who’s Franklin Delacourt?” Kat
asked.

“Leo’s old business partner. I
never met him, but suffice it to say, from what Leo told me their
relationship was quite strained.”

“What happened?”

“Leo and Franklin founded a
dot-com together. This would have been in the nineties, when new
tech startups were cropping up faster than bunnies on a rabbit
farm. They both lived over in Seattle at the time. After a couple
years the company went kaput.” Imogene shrugged. “It wasn’t
anybody’s fault. It was just the way things were at the time. They
both lost their entire investment.”

“But Franklin blamed Leo?” Kat
guessed.

“According to Leo, they both knew
he couldn’t have done anything to prevent the company’s demise. But
then Leo managed to land a job right away—a job Franklin had
applied for too.”

Clover wandered back into the room. He sat down and
surveyed them while licking his chops. When Imogene patted her leg,
he trotted over and sprang into her lap.

Imogene combed Clover’s fur with her fingers.
“Again, not Leo’s fault. Perhaps he interviewed better or was
simply more qualified. But Franklin apparently didn’t see it that
way. Leo said he made his life miserable after that. They had the
same set of friends in Seattle, so I gather it wasn’t hard for
Franklin to snub him at parties and talk bad behind his back.”

“Sounds like he’s the type of guy
who holds a grudge,” Kat commented.

“He does, doesn’t he?” Imogene
paused. “Of course, this is all based on what Leo’s told me. I
never actually met Franklin myself.”

“At least he didn’t follow Leo to
Cherry Hills.”

“No, thankfully. Landing that job
at DataRightly four years ago was the best thing that could have
happened to Leo.” She tsked. “Oh, what am I saying? The move might
have gotten him away from Franklin, but at what cost? Who would
have guessed his life would come to such a violent end in our
quaint little town?”

Kat hugged herself, the thought of Leo bleeding to
death mere miles away turning her body cold.

She wondered if Leo’s demise might have anything to
do with his rivalry with Franklin. Except, if Franklin was that
jealous of Leo’s professional success, why hadn’t he acted out
years ago, right after Leo had landed that first job they both
wanted?

Imogene drew in a sharp breath, drawing Kat’s
attention back to the present.

“What is it?” Kat
asked.

Imogene scooted toward the edge of the armchair.
“Leo adopted a cat from 4F last year. It just occurred to me that
the poor thing is homeless now.”

Imogene scrambled out of the chair, setting Clover
in the spot she’d vacated. The big cat didn’t seem to mind being
displaced. He merely curled up in his human’s abandoned seat and
rested his chin on his paws, almost as if he’d been waiting for her
to relinquish the armchair this whole time.

“Come on,” Imogene said, grabbing
her purse and coat and racing to the door. “We have a cat to
rescue.”


 CHAPTER
THREE

“Thank you for meeting us here,
Kenny,” Imogene said, firming her grip on the empty cat carrier she
held in one hand.

“You’re a tough woman to say no
to,” Chief Kenny replied, his booming voice echoing throughout the
night. He caught sight of Kat as he slammed his car door shut and
gave her a nod. “Always good to see you, Kat.”

“You too,” Kat replied. “I only
wish the circumstances were different.”

He grimaced. “Don’t we all.”

Although he had to be in his fifties, Chief Kenny
was built like a football player. His legs were about as thick as
Kat’s torso, and his arms weren’t much thinner. If she didn’t
already know him, she would find him more than a little
intimidating. As it was, she still didn’t feel completely relaxed
around him.

But Imogene clearly didn’t share any of Kat’s
reservations. She latched onto the burly police chief with her free
hand, her fingers appearing laughably small against his forearm. “I
wouldn’t have insisted you come over right away if it weren’t
urgent. Leo’s poor cat is trapped inside his condo all alone.”

Chief Kenny eyed her sideways. “Leo hasn’t been cold
for more than three hours. This cat would have to be mighty wily to
have landed himself in trouble between then and now.”

Imogene pulled her hand away and planted it on her
hip. “He could be stuck in there with no food or water.”

Chief Kenny rubbed his temple. “Imogene, I’ve got a
dead guy within spitting distance and a killer running loose in my
town. I ain’t too concerned about a cat spending one night without
food. But I’m here, so let’s do this.”

Before Imogene could respond, Chief Kenny started
walking toward Leo’s condo building. They had to run to catch up to
him. His strides were so long that Kat had to silently question if
he were trying to lose them.

“Chief Kenny,” Kat said when she
was close enough not to have to yell for him to hear her, “do you
know who killed Leo yet?”

“Nope.”

“Nobody saw anything?”

“Not a thing.”

“Huh.”

Chief Kenny picked up his pace, forcing Imogene and
Kat to do the same.

“What was he stabbed with?” Kat
asked.

Chief Kenny abruptly stopped
walking. Unfortunately, Kat, who had only been one step behind him,
couldn’t decelerate that fast. She plowed into him with an
oomph.

He was so solid that the force of her impact didn’t
elicit even the slightest physical reaction. Still, he didn’t look
amused when he turned around to face her.

“Kat, I understand you’ve got
yourself a bit of a reputation as an amateur sleuth,” he
said.

Kat raised her eyebrows. “I do?”

Chief Kenny shook his index finger in front of her
face. “But the short of it is you’d be wise to keep your nose outta
things. You’re liable to get yourself in some hot water if you keep
asking questions. Take my advice and let us handle things.”

Kat shoved her hands in her coat pockets. “I was
just curious.”

“You know what they say ’bout
curiosity. It killed the cat.”

Imogene swatted his arm. “Oh, come on now, Kenny.
You can’t expect her not to be a little inquisitive. We’re talking
about a murder happening right in our own backyard!”

His eyes narrowed. “Leo wasn’t killed in your
backyard, Imogene. He was killed in the DataRightly parking
lot.”

Imogene stared right back at him, although she had
to stand on her tiptoes to do so. “Anytime something bad happens
here in Cherry Hills, it’s a threat to our community. It disrupts
our tranquility. You can’t expect us not to care.”

“There’s a mighty fine line
between caring and sticking your snout where it don’t
belong.”

Imogene tilted her chin up. “As a lifelong resident,
anything that happens in Cherry Hills is my business.”

Chief Kenny shook his head and started walking
again. Kat thought she heard him muttering to himself, but he had
sprinted too far ahead for her to catch what he was saying. By the
time they caught up to him, he was already standing by the
door.

He unlocked the main entrance using what Kat figured
must be Leo’s keys. “You know which unit is his?” he asked as they
piled into the lobby.

“It’s this way.” Imogene veered
right. “Fourth door on the left.”

Chief Kenny smirked as he followed her into the
hallway. “How you keep tabs on all the folks in Cherry Hills is
beyond me.”

“Leo adopted his cat from 4F last
year,” Imogene replied. “I like to perform a home inspection before
releasing any of my animals.”

“All I know is if I were blessed
with a memory like yours, I wouldn’t be stuck spending so much time
apologizing to the ladies in my life. Between sisters and cousins
and aunties, not a day goes by where I ain’t forgetting somebody’s
birthday or anniversary.”

“Flowers,” Imogene advised. “Women
will forgive a lot if you buy them a nice bouquet of
flowers.”

“I’ll remember that.” Chief Kenny
stopped halfway down the corridor and pointed to unit 104. “This
the one?”

Imogene nodded.

Chief Kenny pounded on the door. “Police.” He turned
toward Imogene. “He live with anybody?”

Imogene shook her head. “Leo dated a lot of
different women, but he never settled down with one. He seemed to
prefer playing the field.”

Kat filed that away. If one of Leo’s ex-girlfriends
hadn’t considered their relationship to be as casual as he had, a
break-up could have produced some hurt feelings—feelings that could
have led to murder.

Kat flushed when she caught Chief Kenny studying
her. The slant of his lips suggested he knew exactly what she was
thinking.

But, much to her relief, he didn’t bother to
chastise her again. Instead, he turned his attention to the door,
trying a couple different keys before finding the right one.

He pried the door open a crack, then twisted around.
“I wanna remind you ladies we’re going in for the cat only.”

Imogene blinked. “Of course.”

But Chief Kenny wasn’t looking at
her. It was Kat he was peering at down the bridge of his
nose.

Kat bobbed her head. “Right. The cat only.”

He didn’t look as if he believed her sincerity, but
he did open the door the rest of the way.

Kat surveyed the living area as they stepped inside.
Between the leather sectional sofa, large-screen television, and
robust stereo system, the place looked every bit like a bachelor
pad. She didn’t see a single picture, throw pillow, or decorative
knickknack anywhere in sight.

“So, where’s this cat?” Chief
Kenny asked.

Imogene stood in the center of the room, her eyes
searching their surroundings. “I don’t see him. But Stumpy is the
skittish type. He probably heard us coming and went to hide.”

“Stumpy?” Chief Kenny
repeated.

“That’s his name, because he
doesn’t have but a stump for a tail.”

Chief Kenny chuckled. “Oh, I can’t wait to lay eyes
on this cat.”

Imogene’s lips thinned. “He’s a Manx.”

Chief Kenny held up his hands. “Hey, no offense to
the animal. It’s just an odd name, is all.”

Imogene strode past him. “I bet he’s under the bed.
That was his favorite hiding spot when he was in 4F’s care.”

Since Chief Kenny was almost as wide as the hallway,
he and Kat had to follow behind Imogene in single file. Kat felt a
little claustrophobic sandwiched between the two of them, but
luckily their destination was only a few steps away.

The first thing Kat noticed upon entering the
bedroom was that Leo had made more of an effort to give this part
of the condo a homey feel. Over the bed hung a painting of a vase
filled with yellow roses, and, in a similar theme, the bedspread
was patterned with tiny yellow rosebuds.

Imogene set the carrier on the mattress before
easing onto the floor and sticking her head under the bed. “I see
him. He’s in the far corner by the wall.”

Kat shut the bedroom door. “This will keep him
confined until we can catch him.”

“Here, Stumpy,” Imogene crooned,
extending her hand under the bed.

“You ask me, you’re better off
giving the guy a more manly name,” Chief Kenny piped up, “one he
might not be embarrassed to respond to.”

Imogene lifted her head high enough to shoot him a
glare.

“Hey, it was only a friendly
suggestion,” he said.

Imogene stood up, brushing her palms on her jeans.
“I can’t reach him. Kat, maybe you can crawl under there and get
him.”

“Me?” Kat said. “I’m taller and
bigger than you.”

“Yes, and you’re also twenty-five
years younger.”

“Well, one of you ladies oughta
get him outta there.” Chief Kenny made a show of checking his
watch. “I need to be heading on back to the crime scene
soon.”

“Fine,” Kat said, kneeling on the
carpet.

She had only just set her palms on the floor when
the gray cat scampered out of his hiding spot and bounded into the
adjoining bathroom.

Chief Kenny craned his neck. “That him?”

“Yes,” Imogene
confirmed.

Chief Kenny scratched his head. “You sure that was a
cat? From my angle it looked an awful lot like a rabbit who left
his ears on the chopping block.”

“Manx cats often have longer hind
legs,” Imogene said, moving toward the bathroom. “It makes them hop
more than most cats.”

“Well, you coulda fooled
me.”

Kat was about to stand up when something just under
the edge of the bed caught her eye. The small, green object didn’t
appear as if it belonged on the floor, and she crouched down to get
a better look at it.

“Chief Kenny,” she said, waving
him over. “Come take a look at this.”

“What’ve you got there?” Rather
than attempting to get down to her level, he braced his hands on
his knees. Given his size, that seemed to be about as close to the
floor as he could get without some effort.

“It looks like a button,” Kat
said. “Should I pick it up?”

“Sure.”

Although Chief Kenny didn’t sound as though he
considered the button to be relevant to Leo’s murder, Kat still did
her best not to touch it any more than she had to. She inspected it
as she pulled it closer.

“From this swirly design around
the rim, I’m guessing it came from a woman’s garment,” Kat
observed.

Chief Kenny pulled a pair of reading glasses out of
his breast pocket and slipped them onto his face. Only then did he
take the button from Kat, his large hand practically swallowing it
up.

Kat looked at Imogene. “Do you know who Leo was
seeing most recently?”

Imogene shook her head. “Like I said, he dated a
lot.”

“Whoever she is, she might know
who Leo’s enemies were,” Kat said.

Chief Kenny peered at her over the top of his
glasses. “I thought you were gonna keep your nose outta this.”

“Er . . .” Kat jerked her thumb
over her shoulder. “I should go catch Stumpy.”

“Try putting some lettuce on a
hook,” Chief Kenny said with a smirk. “I hear rabbits eat that
stuff up.”

Imogene puckered her lips. “I’m starting to see why
you’re always in trouble with women, Kenny.”

He grinned. “Imogene, maybe now would be a good time
to ask what your favorite flower is.”

“Oh, that’s easy. I like anything
that comes from the heart.”

Imogene ducked into the bathroom before Chief Kenny
could reply, but not before Kat spied the smile on her face.


 CHAPTER
FOUR

Chief Kenny joined Imogene and Kat in the corridor,
locking Leo’s unit up after them. “I’ve gotta go join Andrew and
the guys,” he said. “You ladies gonna be okay on your own?”

Imogene smiled. “Yes, thank you, Kenny.”

“Don’t mention it.”

“If you don’t mind, we’re going to
be a couple minutes behind you.” Imogene set Stumpy’s carrier on
the floor. “We have a few details to work out about where this one
is going to go before we brave the cold.”

Chief Kenny saluted them. “I’ll leave you ladies
alone then.” He started down the corridor.

“You let us know when you reach
Leo’s family,” Imogene called after him. “Until then, we’ll make
sure Stumpy is well taken care of.”

“Stumpy,” Chief Kenny muttered,
shaking his head as he walked away.

Imogene turned toward Kat. “I’m going to give the
Belleroses a call,” she said, extracting her cell phone from her
jeans pocket. “Their two fosters were adopted recently, so I know
they’ll be happy to care for Stumpy until Leo’s relatives can be
contacted.”

“Okay.”

Kat bent over to check on the feline. He looked at
her from the back of the carrier, where he had transformed himself
into a tight, gray ball. He had yet to say a word since they’d
stuffed him inside his current prison.

Kat stood up, wishing there was some way she could
assure him he would be all right. “Can I do anything to help get
him settled?” she asked Imogene.

“We should be fine. The Belleroses
have plenty of cat supplies on hand. He’ll be well cared for
there.”

The door to the unit across the hall opened. A woman
poked her head out, her long, gray hair framing a weathered face.
“Did I hear you talking about Stumpy?” she asked.

Imogene looked up from her phone. “Oh, hi,
CeeCee.”

“Hey, Imogene.” CeeCee stepped all
the way outside, pulling her front door closed but not latching it.
“What’s wrong with Leo’s cat?”

Kat and Imogene exchanged glances. CeeCee clearly
hadn’t heard about her neighbor’s fate yet.

Imogene lowered her phone to her side. “CeeCee, I’m
so terribly sorry to be the one to tell you this, but Leo passed on
this evening.”

“Passed on? You mean died?” CeeCee
looked more curious than horrified.

Imogene nodded.

“Was that Kenny I heard out here
earlier?” CeeCee asked.

“Yes.”

“Then he was murdered.” CeeCee
stared at Stumpy’s carrier as she appeared to ponder
that.

“That’s what it looks like,”
Imogene said. “Although what would possess anybody to do something
so horrendous, I can’t say.”

CeeCee twirled a piece of her hair around one
finger. “I wonder if that man was the one who offed him.”

Kat’s head snapped toward her. “What man?”

“There was a man here the other
day. He was yelling and pounding on Leo’s door, making a ruckus
like you wouldn’t believe. I could hear him all the way back in my
bedroom.”

“Did Leo let him in?” Imogene
asked.

CeeCee shrugged. “I assume so. After a minute
everything turned quiet again, and he sounded too angry to give up
that quickly.”

“You don’t know who he was?” Kat
asked.

CeeCee shook her head.

“Did you see what he looked
like?”

“No.” CeeCee leaned against the
doorframe. “I wasn’t about to leave the condo while he was out here
making such a fuss.”

Kat couldn’t blame her. If Leo’s stabbing proved
anything, it was that you just never knew how much harm people were
capable of, sometimes not until it was too late.

Kat remembered the button she had found under Leo’s
bed. If CeeCee knew who it belonged to, maybe its owner could lead
them to Leo’s irate visitor.

“CeeCee, was Leo dating anybody?”
Kat asked.

“Well, sure.” CeeCee folded her
arms over her chest, a slow smile spreading across her face. “He
always had a gal around. He’s actually been with this most recent
one for quite a few months.”

Kat’s heart rate sped up. “Do you happen to know her
name?”

“Christy is her first name. I
never did catch her last name.”

Kat looked at Imogene. “Do you know her?” As one of
Cherry Hills’ most social residents, Imogene seemed to know most
everyone in town.

But Imogene shook her head in the negative.

“I don’t think she lives here,”
CeeCee interjected. “I heard her and Leo talking once when he was
letting her inside. He asked how the drive was. Sounds to me you’d
only ask that kind of question if the other person were traveling a
little ways, don’t you agree?”

“I do,” Kat said. Unfortunately, a
Christy, last name unknown, who lived out of town would be
infinitely more difficult to locate than a local
Christy.

Stumpy meowed, a tiny, pitiful sound that tugged at
Kat’s heartstrings.

“Poor thing,” CeeCee said,
clucking her tongue.

“He’ll be okay,” Imogene assured
her. “We’ll set him up with a foster family and either place him
with one of Leo’s relatives or find him a new home.”

“I’ll save you some time and tell
you that Leo didn’t have family,” CeeCee said. “At least, he didn’t
have any relatives who ever came to visit him here.” She tapped her
chin. “Although he did mention a reunion or something a few months
ago. Could be he reconnected with somebody then, if he ended up
going.”

Stumpy meowed again, this time with more urgency. He
had moved to the front of the carrier and was reaching through the
gridded door with one paw as he attempted to reach the latch.

“Well, I’d better make this call,”
Imogene said, lifting her phone back up to her face. “Stumpy looks
like he’s anxious to get out of here.”

CeeCee pushed her door open. “I’ll let you go then.
See you later, Imogene.”

Imogene grinned. “It was nice running into you,
CeeCee.”

As Imogene dialed the Belleroses, Kat’s mind
churned. Between Franklin Delacourt, the shouting visitor, and
Leo’s bevy of ex-girlfriends, the murder suspects were certainly
piling up. And whether Chief Kenny liked it or not, she knew she
wouldn’t be able to rest until she learned who exactly had killed
Leo Price.
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FIVE

The next morning, Kat stopped by Flowers By Barbara,
the only dedicated floral shop in Cherry Hills, and purchased a
cheap vase and the biggest bouquet of yellow roses her budget
allowed before driving over to the DataRightly building. Her
college career counselor had always advised her to send a thank-you
note after job interviews. Since her interviewer was now dead, this
seemed like a good compromise.

DataRightly occupied the second floor of a two-story
office building in the area of Cherry Hills that most resembled a
downtown, if the town were big enough to boast such a thing. At any
rate, the buildings here tended to be a little taller, and there
was less grass present between each one. There was even a parking
garage on one street corner.

But Kat wasn’t interested in the garage right now.
As she pulled into the DataRightly parking lot, morbid curiosity
compelled her to drive past several vacant slots in order to
prolong her time out here. She had trouble deciding whether she was
more relieved or disappointed when she didn’t see any evidence
pointing to the exact spot where Leo had gasped his last
breath.

She finally parked and exited her car. Yesterday,
nerves and excitement had given her a stomachache as she’d entered
the building that she had high hopes of working out of one day.
Today she was here for a much different purpose, but her stomach
felt just as unsettled.

She took the elevator up. The doors opened directly
into the DataRightly lobby. Kat clutched the flowers a little
tighter as she approached the receptionist, the same strawberry
blonde who had greeted her the day before. But instead of the
bright smile she’d received then, the receptionist’s mouth was now
set in a grim line. Kat supposed that was fitting given what had
happened since they had last seen each other.

“Hi,” Kat said. In deference to
Leo, she was careful not to sound too cheerful. “Wendy,
right?”

Wendy pushed her headset off the top of her head and
hooked it around her neck. “Have we met?”

“I was here yesterday for a job
interview. The programmer analyst position. My name is Kat
Harper.”

“I remember,” Wendy said, although
nothing in her demeanor suggested as much. “How may I help
you?”

Kat held up the flowers. “I heard about Leo Price.
I’ve come to offer my condolences.”

Wendy’s face softened. “Oh, that’s nice of you.” She
stood up and rearranged some items on the counter. “Why don’t you
set them here.”

Kat did, her eyes drifting to the door that led into
the inner office. Leo had escorted her through that door less than
twenty-four hours ago, neither one of them imagining that his life
would be over soon.

“Leo was a good guy,” Wendy said,
fluffing the flowers.

“I only met him yesterday, but he
was a gracious interviewer.”

Wendy regarded her with slanted eyes. Kat’s cheeks
started to burn as she considered for the first time that Leo might
have shared all the embarrassing details of her interview with his
colleagues.

But before she could dwell too much on that
possibility, Wendy said, “I’m not sure what’s going on with the
position you applied for, but I can ask HR.”

“Oh, no,” Kat said, horrified that
Wendy thought she had come down here to inquire about a job after
her interviewer had turned up murdered. “That’s the last thing on
my mind right now.”

“It’s hard to think about anything
besides Leo, huh?” Wendy sat back down with a sigh. “I can’t
imagine how awful it would be to die at somebody else’s
hands.”

Kat’s stomach twisted. “Me neither.”

The phone rang. Wendy adjusted her headset and
punched one of the buttons on the switchboard in front of her.
“DataRightly,” she said.

As Wendy chatted with the caller, Kat’s eyes drifted
to the switchboard. She wondered how many incoming calls Wendy
fielded each day. Specifically, she wondered if Leo’s Christy had
ever phoned him at the office. If so, perhaps Wendy would know how
to find her. At the very least, maybe she could give her a last
name or an area code to go by.

“Sorry about that,” Wendy said,
taking off her headset.

“No problem.” Kat leaned against
the counter, hoping she looked casual. “Say, Wendy, did Leo ever
receive personal calls at work?”

Wendy lifted one shoulder. “Sure, sometimes. Most of
us do on occasion. I wouldn’t say he abused the privilege.”

“Did a woman named Christy ever
call here looking for him?”

Wendy peered at her. “You mean his girlfriend?”

Kat’s pulse quickened. “You know who I’m talking
about?”

“Yes. And yes, she phoned here on
occasion.”

“You don’t happen to know her last
name or phone number, do you? I’d like to get in touch with
her.”

“She never gave her last name.”
Wendy narrowed her eyes, as if it had just dawned on her that Kat
might have had another motive for stopping by than to pay her
respects. “But why do you need to talk to Christy?”

Kat scrambled for a good excuse. She couldn’t very
well admit she was butting into a police investigation against the
chief’s orders.

She had a flashback of Stumpy hopping across Leo’s
bedroom. “I’m on the board of Furry Friends Foster Families,” she
said, thinking fast. “Now that Leo’s gone, we took his cat into
custody. I thought if Christy had already formed a bond with him
she might want to adopt him herself.”

“Oh.” Wendy collapsed against the
back of her chair, her expression shifting from suspicion to
dejection. “I never even thought about the effect of all this on
little Stumpy.”

Kat stilled, the easy way the Manx’s name had rolled
off of Wendy’s tongue not escaping her attention. “You’ve met
Stumpy?”

“Well, sure.” Wendy looked
surprised by the question. “He’s very sweet once you get to know
him.”

“But when did you meet him?” Kat
asked. “Did Leo bring him to the office?”

Wendy snorted. “No way. Stumpy would hate to be
around all these people. He’s scared of his own shadow.”

“Then you’ve been to Leo’s condo,”
Kat surmised.

“Yes.” Wendy shifted in her seat,
a flush working its way up her neck. “Leo and I, we kind of dated
for a while.”

Kat had to work to keep her expression neutral. “How
long ago was this?”

“Oh, six months or so.”

“What happened?”

“Christy happened.”

Kat processed that, scrutinizing Wendy in an
entirely new light. Could Wendy have been jealous enough of Leo’s
new relationship to kill him? Maybe she had answered one too many
calls from Christy yesterday, the constant reminders of how Leo had
cast her aside finally sending her over the edge.

Wendy lifted one shoulder. “What Leo and I had was
pretty casual. Even before Christy came along I was never under the
impression we were doing anything more than having some fun.”

Kat didn’t say anything. Wendy might be telling the
truth about going into things expecting nothing more than a fun
fling, but sometimes emotions had a way of overshadowing
reason.

“And going back to your original
question, no,” Wendy said. “I don’t know how to contact Christy.
Her number always displays as unavailable when she
calls.”

The door to the inner office opened, and out stepped
a pretty brunette. With her coat and purse in tow, she was
obviously headed out. She didn’t pay them any attention, too busy
fiddling with her BlackBerry as she passed by the reception
desk.

Kat thought the brunette might stay glued to her
BlackBerry until she reached the elevator, but partway through the
lobby she looked up. Her eyes locked on to something behind Kat,
and she stumbled in her four-inch heels. She managed not to trip,
but the BlackBerry fell out of her hands.

“Wh—what are those?” the brunette
stammered, aiming a shaky finger at the bouquet Kat had placed on
the counter.

“Roses,” Wendy said. “Kat brought
them over as a tribute to Leo.”

The brunette rotated her gaze toward Kat, her face
draining of color.

Wendy smacked her palm against her forehead. “Oh,
sorry, you two probably don’t know each other. Skyla Perriwinkle,
meet Kat Harper. Kat’s applying for the programmer analyst
position.”

Skyla didn’t say anything. She seemed rooted to the
floor.

Kat frowned. “Is something wrong?”

Skyla stared at her for a moment longer before she
seemed to snap out of her trance. “Uh, no.” She scooped her
BlackBerry off of the carpet only to drop it again.

“Do you want to sit down for a
second?” Wendy asked, getting out of her chair. “You’re
trembling.”

Skyla grabbed the BlackBerry again. This time she
clutched it hard enough to cut off the blood circulation to her
fingers. “I have to go. Maura has a meeting in twenty minutes, and
she asked me to get her a bagel before it starts.”

Before either of them could ask any more questions,
Skyla raced across the lobby. She bypassed the elevator and
disappeared through the stairwell door.

“That was odd,” Kat said,
wrinkling her forehead. “Do you have any idea what that was
about?”

“She’s been acting weird all
morning.” Although they were clearly alone, Wendy hunched over the
counter and lowered her voice to a whisper. “She was the one who
found Leo, you know.”

Kat’s heart wrenched. Having stumbled across her own
share of dead bodies in the past few months, she knew firsthand how
the experience could rattle a person.

“It probably doesn’t help that she
dated him for a while too,” Wendy added.

“Huh.” Apparently Imogene hadn’t
been exaggerating when she said Leo had liked to play the field.
“How long ago did they date?”

Wendy sat back down. “I can’t remember exactly, but
it was before Leo and I went out.”

Kat stared at the flowers, trying to view them
through Skyla’s eyes. Was it possible she still hadn’t gotten over
her coworker? And would unrequited love be enough of a reason for
her to attack her colleague in the parking lot outside their
office? Her phoning the authorities could have been the result of
her conscience kicking in after the fact.

“What Skyla had with Leo was more
of a casual thing too,” Wendy said, as though she could read Kat’s
mind. She heaved a sigh. “Even so, it had to be pretty traumatic to
find him dead.”

Kat reached over and fingered one of the rose
petals. “I bet.”

Tears filled Wendy’s eyes. “Poor Leo. I’m really
going to miss him. He was so friendly, and he had a personality as
big as a barge. Work isn’t going to be the same without him.”

A weight settled on Kat’s shoulders. It only
occurred to her then that she had just narrowly missed her chance
to get to know a wonderful person.
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Kat left DataRightly intending to return home, but
she only made it one block before something caught her eye.

There, across the street, was a green chalkboard
propped up on the sidewalk advertising fresh, New York-style
bagels.

She lifted her foot off of the gas pedal, her heart
beating a little faster. Was this where Skyla Perriwinkle had run
off to? Given the shop’s proximity to DataRightly, it seemed like a
safe bet—assuming Skyla hadn’t lied about her reasons for rushing
out of the office.

Without giving herself time to think, Kat veered
into the parking lot. She felt a bit stalkerish as she pulled into
an empty spot, but she had to talk to Skyla. She wouldn’t be able
to rest until she knew what about those flowers had caused Skyla to
react so strangely.

Kat was just getting out of her car when the shop’s
glass door opened and Skyla emerged. She held a paper bag in one
hand and a carrier containing two coffee cups in the other. She
didn’t see Kat as she started down the sidewalk, her heels clicking
against the concrete.

“Skyla!” Kat called out, slamming
her car door shut.

Skyla stopped short, her eyes widening when they
landed on Kat.

Kat hurried over to her. “Sorry for accosting you
like this, but I wanted to ask about your reaction to those
roses.”

Skyla blanched, and the paper bag fell to the
ground.

Kat bent over to retrieve the bag, but she didn’t
offer it back to Skyla. First, she wanted some information.
“Something clearly bothers you about those flowers. What is
it?”

Skyla didn’t say anything. Kat’s question seemed to
have paralyzed her.

“I know you dated Leo,” Kat
said.

Skyla swayed backward, the statement evidently
taking her by surprise. “We dated, yes. But that ended over a year
ago.”

Kat studied Skyla for any signs that she still had
feelings for her late coworker. She didn’t pick up anything.

“I really don’t make it a habit to
date guys from the office,” Skyla said, ducking her head. “Leo and
I happened when I was in kind of a particularly lonely
period.”

“I’m not judging.”

Skyla shifted her feet, still not looking at Kat.
“We only went out a few times. It didn’t take long before I
realized Leo wasn’t interested in anything too serious. I kinda got
the impression he didn’t want to open himself up, like he was
afraid of being hurt.”

Kat recalled Leo’s reaction when she’d brought up
Professor Bluefield’s name during her interview. Perhaps losing his
first love to his high school friend had deterred him from getting
too close to anyone else. The thought made her chest ache.

Skyla peeked at Kat from under her lashes. “I didn’t
stab him.”

“I wasn’t suggesting you did.”
Although the thought had certainly crossed her mind. “But I heard
you were the one who found him.”

Skyla nodded, the coffee carrier beginning to shake
in her hands.

“That must have been jarring,” Kat
said.

“It was.” Skyla shuddered. “Lying
there on his back with that rose on his chest, he looked like
something out of a funeral scene from some movie.”

Kat felt as if she’d been punched in the stomach.
“Wait a minute. What rose?”

“The yellow rose that was left on
Leo’s body.”

The blood in Kat’s veins turned to ice. “Left? As in
staged?”

“Yes. At least, I assume it was
staged.” Skyla drew her shoulders up to her ears, as if she were
having a hard time staying warm. “I figured his killer must have
put it there, the way it was tucked between his hands like
that.”

Kat stared at her. It was no wonder the bouquet
she’d chosen had shaken Skyla so much. When Skyla had first seen
it, she had probably figured Leo’s murderer had sent it over as a
taunt.

“The rose kinda rules out the
chance of him being mugged by a stranger, right?” Skyla said. “I
mean, it seems a little personal.”

“It at least implies his killer
knew he liked yellow roses,” Kat agreed. “Although that could be
anybody who ever saw that painting in his bedroom.”

Skyla frowned. “What painting?”

“The painting of the yellow roses
in his condo,” Kat said. “You must have seen it hanging over his
bed.”

“He didn’t have any paintings when
we dated. He must have bought it after we broke up.”

“What about the bedspread with the
rose pattern? Did he have that when you were together?”

“I just remember this ugly brown
thing. But it’s been about a year since I’ve been to his place. He
could have changed things around since then.” Skyla puckered her
lips. “I have to tell you though, yellow roses seems like an odd
choice for Leo. He never acted like he cared much about
flowers.”

Kat nodded, wondering if the owner of the green
button had had anything to do with Leo’s yellow-rose-themed
bedroom. “Did you ever meet Christy?” she asked.

“Who’s that?” If Skyla recognized
the name, she didn’t show it.

“Oh, nobody.” Kat didn’t want to
get sidetracked with explanations. “Skyla, can you think of anybody
at DataRightly who might have wanted to hurt Leo?”

Skyla shook her head. She didn’t look surprised by
the question. She had probably already figured she might be working
with the murderer.

“When you discovered Leo outside,
did you notice anything unusual besides the rose?” Kat
asked.

“Nothing that
looked deliberate. The résumés for the position he was filling
were scattered all over, but I figured he’d dropped those after he
was . . .” She trailed off, her face turning a light shade of
green.

Kat thought about her own
résumé lying in a pool of Leo’s blood
and shivered. “Right.”

Skyla looked at her watch and nearly jumped out of
her skin. “I have to get back to the office. Maura’s meeting starts
in five minutes.”

Kat handed her the paper bag. “Thanks for talking to
me.”

Skyla offered her a shy smile. “If you get that job,
maybe I’ll see you around the office.”

“Maybe,” Kat said, but she was no
longer sure she was even interested in the DataRightly
position.

Needless to say, learning that a killer might work
there had dampened her enthusiasm considerably.
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“Well, well, well, if it isn’t
Cherry Hills’ newest detective,” Andrew said, strolling into
Jessie’s Diner later that afternoon.

Behind the counter, Kat froze. It was impossible to
miss the sarcasm dripping from his tone.

Still, she wasn’t going to volunteer anything. “CHPD
hired another detective?” she asked instead.

Andrew walked up to the counter
and sat down. “The word ‘hired’ implies
that we’re paying you.”

She quirked her lips as if she didn’t know what he
was talking about, praying her guilt wasn’t written all over her
face. She should have known word of her visit to Leo’s employer
would reach Andrew. Gossip was inevitable in a town the size of
Cherry Hills.

Andrew set his elbows on the counter and leaned
closer to her. “Imagine my surprise when I showed up at DataRightly
earlier and found out you’d already been by to question
everyone.”

Kat picked up a towel and started
wiping down the counter. “I wasn’t
questioning people. I just popped in to pay my
respects.”

“Right.” Andrew stared at her down
the bridge of his nose. “Stay out of it, Kat.”

Kat squared her shoulders, bristling from the stern
look on his face. Her first instinct was to remind him that he was
her boyfriend, not her boss.

But she bit her tongue. After all, he was right.
Leo’s murder was police business. She should do the smart thing and
let the cops figure out who was guilty.

Then again, she hated being told what to do.

“I know you can’t resist butting
into things, but in situations like this you really need to mind
your own business,” Andrew went on. “Showing up at Leo’s workplace
and interrogating his colleagues could put you on the wrong
person’s radar if he or she thinks you’re getting close to the
truth.”

 

“I don’t suppose you know who the
wrong person is in this case, do you?”

Andrew sagged in his seat, her question seeming to
drain him of energy. “No. Nobody saw anything, nobody heard
anything, and there wasn’t even a murder weapon left on the
scene.”

Kat thought about the rose. “From what I’ve heard,
the whole thing sounds like it was premeditated.”

“Anything’s possible at the
moment.” Andrew paused, his eyes narrowing. “But that’s for the
police to figure out.”

“Right.” She straightened, rubbing
the counter with more verve. “So, can I get you a milkshake or
something?”

“Sure.” His eyes lit up, and a
huge smile brought out the dimples on both sides of his mouth.
“Strawberry.”

She tossed the towel into a bucket under the counter
and turned around to wash her hands. “Coming right up.”

“Make it to go, will you? I have
to get back to the station.”

Kat slid open the metal freezer panel built into the
counter. “Okay.”

Andrew watched her scoop ice cream into a metal
mixing cup. “I don’t know how you survived without a Jessie’s
milkshake for fifteen years,” he said. There was no hint of sarcasm
in his voice now. It was as though he had already forgotten about
chastising her mere seconds ago. “I wouldn’t last a week without
one.”

“Milkshakes are available in other
parts of the country, you know.”

“But do they compare to a Jessie’s
shake?”

“I haven’t found one quite as
good, but some are pretty decent,” she said. “When I lived in
Ellensburg, the best place to get them was this ice cream parlor
located right next to the technology building on campus. Professor
Bluefield used to treat our team there after we had worked
particularly hard on something.”

“This is the guy who was mentoring
you all?”

“Yes. I learned a lot from
him.”

Andrew chuckled. “Like how to wheedle free
milkshakes out of your college professors.”

She smiled. “Hey, we were all starving students.
Professor Bluefield knew if he rewarded us sometimes, we’d work
that much harder for him.”

“As much as I love milkshakes, I
wouldn’t consider them adequate compensation for staring at a
computer monitor all day long.”

“That’s because you’ve never
experienced the amazing feeling that comes from getting a machine
to do what you want.”

Andrew cocked his head to one side. “Kind of like
what this Professor Bluefield was doing with you?”

She stuck her tongue out at him. “I liked working on
that tree database.” She paused. “I wonder how he’s doing.”

“You don’t keep in
touch?”

“I emailed him
when I started sending out résumés earlier
this year, but that was only to let him know he might be contacted
for a reference check.” She shrugged. “The emails we used to send
each other to say hi petered out a few years after I graduated. I
guess life got in the way.”

Andrew drummed his fingers on the counter. “You say
he knew Leo, right?”

Kat’s stomach clenched as she recalled Leo’s
reaction upon hearing Professor Bluefield’s name. “Yeah.”

“Well, here’s your chance to get
back in touch.”

“By letting him know his old
friend was murdered?” She shook her head as she tossed a handful of
frozen strawberries into the mixing cup. “Besides, I gather they
were on the outs after he stole Leo’s high school sweetheart
away.”

“Considering that this professor
of yours ended up with the girl, he probably doesn’t view Leo in
nearly so negative a light as Leo viewed him,” Andrew said. “And
either way, he’s bound to find out about Leo soon enough. Why not
hear the news from somebody he respects?”

Kat took a milk gallon out of the cooler. She had to
admit he made a good point. And she couldn’t deny it would be nice
to hear what her old professor was up to nowadays.

“I’ll email him during my next
break,” she said. She eyed Andrew. “Of course, it would be nice to
have all the case details to give him.”

Andrew scoffed. “Nice try.”

They stopped talking long enough for her to mix the
milkshake. She spooned the results into a to-go cup and set it on
the counter.

“For you,” she said, affixing the
lid and sticking a straw through it.

Andrew was practically drooling as he picked up the
cup. “I knew I was dating you for a reason.”

Kat snorted. “You don’t have to date the waitresses
to order our milkshakes.”

“Really? And here I was planning
to ask a few more of them out.” Andrew grinned as he strode toward
the door. “I’ll see you later. Stay out of trouble while I’m
gone.”

“Bye,” Kat said with a
wave.

A short, balding man entered the restaurant as
Andrew was leaving. He sat down at the far end of the counter,
placing the manila folder he’d brought in front of him.

“Welcome to Jessie’s,” Kat said,
closing the distance between them. “Can I get you something to
drink?”

“Not yet.” He swiveled his seat
around and surveyed the dining area. “I’m actually here to meet
somebody. Have you seen him?”

“What’s his name?”

“Leo Price.”

Kat’s heart stopped beating. “Leo Price?”

The man rotated back around to face her. “You know
who I’m talking about, don’t you? He’s about your height, late
forties. This town is small enough that I presume everybody around
here knows one another.”

Kat didn’t reply, unsure what to say. Although she
had met Leo before his untimely death, she couldn’t really claim to
have known him.

The man glanced at the clock on the wall. “He was
supposed to meet me here half an hour ago. Did he leave when I
didn’t show on time? Traffic from Seattle was terrible.”

Kat mustered up some saliva to wet her dry mouth. “I
guess you haven’t heard.”

“Heard what?”

“Leo was killed
yesterday.”

The man’s mouth dropped open. He gripped the edge of
the counter, as though he needed the support before he fell off of
the stool. “He’s dead?” he croaked.

“Yes.”

Kat turned around to fill a glass with some water.
From the shell-shocked look on his face, she was betting he needed
it.

She turned out to be right. The man drank greedily
when she handed over the glass.

“How?” he managed to say between
gulps. “Why?”

“He was stabbed. I don’t know
why.”

The man raked his fingers through what remained of
his hair, looking lost.

“How do you know Leo?” Kat
asked.

He stared at her, as though he were having trouble
processing her words after the blow he had just received.

Kat propped her hip against the counter. “You
described what he looked like, so I’m assuming you know him.”

This time, the man responded. “I used to work with
him.”

“At DataRightly?”

He shook his head. “We started up a dot-com
together. A long time ago.”

Kat’s breath hitched, Imogene’s story from yesterday
replaying in her head. “You’re Franklin Delacourt.”

The man jerked back a little. “He mentioned me to
you?”

“No. But I heard you two used to
be partners, before your company went bankrupt.”

Franklin rubbed two stubby fingers against the
outside of the water glass. “I had high hopes for that
company.”

“I didn’t know you and Leo still
had professional ties,” Kat said.

“I was actually
hoping he’d consider hiring me to work for him.” Franklin stopped
playing with the water glass and set his hand on the manila folder.
“Inside here is my résumé and some other
documents he asked me to bring.”

Kat didn’t miss the melancholy look that swept over
Franklin’s face. She wondered if he were more disappointed by Leo’s
death or the fact that his job lead had literally turned into a
dead end.

“I haven’t done well since our
venture failed,” he admitted. “But Leo, he bounced back right away.
I heard he had a vacancy in his department, so . . .”

“So you asked him to give you the
job,” Kat concluded.

Franklin’s cheek twisted. “It took some convincing,
but eventually he agreed to at least grant me an interview.”

“You mean you went over to his
condo and badgered him.”

Franklin stiffened. “How’d you know that?”

Kat shrugged. It had been pure conjecture on her
part that Franklin Delacourt was the man CeeCee had heard yelling
outside Leo’s unit earlier this week, but his response had just
confirmed it.

Franklin sighed. “He didn’t want to listen to me at
first. When he told me to buzz off, I may have become a little
heated.”

His flush told Kat he had become more than a little
heated. But she didn’t say anything, figuring there was no point in
putting him on the defensive.

“But Leo’s always been a stand-up
guy,” Franklin continued. “Once I reminded him of how well we had
worked together once upon a time, he let me in. I managed to
convince him to at least discuss his vacancy with me. He even
promised to meet me here when I told him I wouldn’t be able to make
it over from Seattle in time for yesterday’s round of
interviews.”

“That was nice of him,” Kat
said.

Franklin fingered the folder. “It was, especially
considering that I haven’t always been the nicest person to
him.”

Kat watched him. Although he had acted suitably
bereaved upon hearing about Leo’s fate, she couldn’t forget what
Imogene had told her. Leo would have had to be a very forgiving
person to even consider hiring the man who had once made his life
miserable. And if Franklin was so desperate for a job that he was
willing to bully his old partner into giving him one, it wasn’t
hard to believe he might refuse to take no for an answer.

Except, if Franklin had killed
Leo, what would be his motive for hanging around town after the
fact? Maybe he figured someone must have seen the fit he’d thrown
outside Leo’s condo, and he thought the best way to deflect
suspicions was to show up for a so-called ‘interview’ that had never actually
existed.

Franklin shot out of his seat and snatched the
folder off of the counter. “Well, if Leo’s dead, there’s no point
in me sitting here.”

“Wait,” Kat called out, but
Franklin was already out the door.
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Kat decided to pay a visit to Flowers By Barbara
after she got off work at five o’clock. Not only was the shop on
her way home, but she wouldn’t be able to rest until she found out
what, if anything, Barbara could tell her about the yellow rose
Skyla had seen posed on Leo’s body.

The more she thought about it, the more convinced
she became that the rose pointed to a woman. And if this woman had
bought that rose from Barbara, the odds were good that her name—and
maybe even her contact information—could be pulled from the shop’s
records.

Kat parked and got out of her car. Her eyes skirted
around as if she might spy Andrew or Chief Kenny crouched behind a
nearby Dumpster, waiting to leap out as soon as they caught her
meddling. She had no idea how she would explain her presence here
if either one of them saw her.

She shook her head at herself. Stopping by a floral
shop was her right as a citizen. She had no reason to feel
guilty.

Never mind that she wasn’t coming here to buy
flowers.

An electronic bell chimed as she stepped inside the
shop. The place was warm and cozy, the air redolent with a
pleasant, floral scent. Flowers of all shapes, sizes, and colors
decorated the store, making it seem more like an indoor garden than
a place of business.

Barbara’s orange tabby came over to greet her. The
feline twined between Kat’s legs, rubbing the sides of her face
against her jeans.

“Hey, Tulip,” Kat said, bending
down to pet the cat. “You remember me from this morning,
huh?”

“I’m lucky she’s so sociable,”
Barbara said, sticking her head out from around a floral
arrangement the size of a bureau. With her wild blue hair and
hot-pink blouse, the shop’s proprietor almost looked as if she
belonged in a floral arrangement herself. “Otherwise I’d have to
leave her at home during the day.”

Tulip looked over at her human and meowed.

“Yeah, I know you’d hate being
cooped up by yourself all that time,” Barbara told the cat. “Just
be glad you’re such a good mouser.”

As if to show off her skills, Tulip crouched low to
the ground. Her rear end wiggled a few times before she dashed to
the far end of the store and started sharpening her claws on a
cardboard scratcher. After a few seconds she raced back over and
peered up at Kat as though to ask whether she wanted to play.

Kat grinned. “Forget mousing. I’d keep her around
just for her charisma.”

“She’s a charmer, that’s for
sure.” Barbara cocked her head. “You back for another
bouquet?”

Kat shook her head.

“What can I help you with then?”
Barbara asked as she adjusted a sprig of baby’s breath. “I don’t
suppose you stopped in just to say hi to Tulip.”

“I’m looking for some
information.”

Barbara picked up a towel and wiped her hands.
“Information, huh?”

Tulip used an upended box as a stepping stool to
climb onto the counter. She padded over to Kat, her tail stuck
straight up in the air.

Kat scratched Tulip’s head. “Can you tell me if
anyone purchased any roses recently?”

“Well, sure.” Barbara grinned.
“Men are always in need of roses. When a man shows up here asking
for red roses, you can bet he messed up royally.”

“What about yellow roses?” Kat
asked. “Has anybody stopped by within the past few days to buy
one?”

Barbara regarded her. “You asking because of Leo
Price?”

Kat leaned back. “How’d you know?”

“Andrew Milhone was in here this
morning asking the same thing.”

Kat groaned inwardly. She should have guessed that
Andrew would have already been by. When word got back to him that
she’d raced over here after work, he wouldn’t be happy.

Kat didn’t realize she had stopped petting Tulip
until the feline prodded her fingers with her nose. She dutifully
started stroking the cat again.

“I’ll tell you the same thing I
told him,” Barbara said. “The only yellow roses I’ve sold this week
have been to you this morning and to men looking to impress their
girlfriends.”

“I have a feeling the person I’m
looking for is a woman,” Kat said.

“In that case, I can’t help
you.”

Kat gave Tulip one last scratch between the ears
before heading for the door. “Thanks anyway,” she said, trying not
to feel too disappointed.

“Leo was one of the men, you
know,” Barbara said.

Kat froze in her tracks. “He was?”

Barbara bobbed her head. “He bought a dozen yellow
roses from me a couple days ago.”

Kat watched Tulip swat at one of the flowers
sticking out of the floral arrangement. “Did he say who they were
for?”

“Nope.”

Kat didn’t recall seeing any fresh flowers inside
Leo’s condo. Assuming he’d bought the roses for Christy, she most
likely had taken them with her when she’d left.

“But I will tell you whoever she
was, Leo was smitten,” Barbara said, dragging Tulip away from the
floral arrangement and fixing the damage she’d done. “I’ve never
seen him happier than he’s been these past few months.”

Her words weighed down Kat’s heart. How ironic that
Leo had only found true love right before he died.

Unless, she amended, that true love was the reason
he was no longer alive.


 CHAPTER
NINE

“Kat Harper!”

Kat started, the shock of the unexpected greeting
causing her to lose her grip on her keys.

A man stepped away from her apartment building and
walked over to where she was standing in the parking lot.
“Apologies for alarming you. It’s only me.”

“Professor Bluefield?” Her anxiety
morphed into glee as she took in her old college professor. In the
decade since she’d seen him he had developed a paunch around his
middle and his hairline had receded, but he still looked mostly the
way she remembered.

He grinned. “One and the same.”

He held out his arms, prompting Kat to busy herself
with picking her keys off of the ground. By the time she stood up
again, she was relieved to see he had his hands in his pockets.
Either he’d belatedly remembered she wasn’t the touchy-feely type
or he’d gotten the hint.

But despite her reluctance to hug her old professor,
she couldn’t deny she was happy to see him. “How many years has it
been?”

“Too many.” He eyed her up and
down. “But you look the same as you did back then.”

“Thanks.”

They lapsed into silence. Kat had the uncomfortable
sensation that he was waiting for her to return the compliment, but
for the life of her she couldn’t think of anything to say.

She cleared her throat. “So, what are you doing
here?”

“I got your email about Leo and
came to check on you.” He squinted at her. “How are you holding
up?”

“Okay. I didn’t really know
him.”

“Any news on who killed
him?”

Kat shook her head, goosebumps breaking out on her
arms. His question made her acutely aware that she was currently
standing in a parking lot at dusk, exactly as Leo had been
twenty-four hours ago.

She pointed to the building, eager to get inside the
safety of her apartment. “Why don’t you come up?”

Professor Bluefield didn’t move. “I don’t mean to
intrude.”

“You’re not,” she assured him.
“And it seems silly to come all the way up from Ellensburg for a
two-minute conversation in a parking lot.”

“It’s only an hour drive. And I
thought you might need more than two minutes of moral
support.”

Kat tried to remember what she had written in her
email to elicit such concern. She hadn’t given her wording much
thought, never guessing that Professor Bluefield might feel
compelled to check up on her. Their relationship had always been
purely academic.

She took in his potbelly again. Perhaps his stomach
wasn’t the only thing about him growing softer with age.

“Although I admit, it would be
nice to catch up,” he said.

“Come on then.”

She started walking, and he fell into step beside
her.

“Sorry my first email to you in
months had to be about something so unpleasant,” she
said.

“I can’t deny it was quite the
shock.”

“When was the last time you saw
Leo?”

“It’s been a while.”

From his clipped tone, Kat gathered that he didn’t
care to discuss his old high school friend. She wondered if he felt
guilty for stealing Leo’s sweetheart away all those years ago.

Kat unlocked the front entrance. “Is this your first
time in Cherry Hills?”

“I’ve passed through before. But
you grew up here, didn’t you?”

“I did.”

They didn’t speak as they crossed the lobby and
boarded the elevator. Kat tried to remember how she had left her
place that morning, hoping it wasn’t a mess. She would hate for her
old professor to be treated to a glimpse of one of her
undergarments sitting atop a pile of unfolded laundry on the
couch.

The elevator came to a stop. Kat led the way down
the corridor.

“This is me,” she said, stopping
in front of her unit.

She held her breath as she let him inside.
Performing a quick scan, she spotted the high heels she had worn to
her interview lying where she’d kicked them off near the kitchen,
but most everything else was in its proper place.

“So,” Professor Bluefield said,
clapping his hands together and making a show of examining her
apartment, “this is where you live now.”

Kat took off her coat and hung it up. “It’s not
much, I know.”

“You’re single, right? When you’re
single, anything goes.”

“I guess that’s true.” She pointed
to the couch. “Would you like to sit down?”

“Sure.”

He shrugged out of his jacket before easing onto the
sofa. Matty, who had been snoozing on the far end of the couch,
lifted her head. When she spotted the source of the disturbance,
she shot him a nasty look.

“Why, hello there, kitty.”
Professor Bluefield slid close enough to scratch Matty’s exposed
stomach.

Matty hooked her front paws around his hand and used
her hind feet to kick it for all she was worth.

“Yowch!” Professor Bluefield
yanked his hand back and held it up to his face to inspect the
damage. “Temperamental, isn’t he?”

“She’s a she,” Kat replied as
Matty flicked the tip of her tail, clearly not appreciating being
lumped in with Professor Bluefield’s boorish gender.

“Right.” He laughed. “I should
have guessed from the attitude.”

Matty stood up and leapt onto the floor. She glared
at Kat on her way to the kitchen, as if to ask where she had
scrounged up this hooligan.

Kat coughed. “Professor Bluefield, can I get you
something to drink?”

“Sure, bring me a cold
one.”

“I have apple juice,” Kat
offered.

“All right.” The corners of his
lips twitched as if her beverage choices amused him.

Kat slipped into the kitchen. Matty sat in one
corner to watch as Kat poured two glasses of apple juice. When
their eyes met, Matty turned up her nose as though to make her
thoughts on their visitor clear.

“He’s my old college professor,”
Kat whispered, reaching over to scratch Matty’s chin. “He taught me
everything I know about programming.”

Matty yawned, obviously unimpressed.

Kat reentered the living room, handing one of the
glasses to Professor Bluefield before taking a seat on the couch
opposite him.

“What projects have you been
involved with since I graduated?” she asked, taking a sip of her
juice.

“Oh, you know.” He put his apple
juice on the coffee table without touching it. “Whatever the school
wants, so long as they don’t have to pay us.”

Kat smiled. “I hope they at least got a few years of
use out of that database we worked on together.”

“Oh, yes. They love that one. The
students who came after your class tweaked it some, but it’s still
up and running.”

Kat felt a small burst of pride. It had been a while
since she’d experienced the feeling that came from creating
something that made other people’s lives easier. She had yet to
replicate the same sense of satisfaction as a waitress.

A tinny tune started playing.

“That’s probably my wife,”
Professor Bluefield said, pulling an old-fashioned flip phone out
of his breast pocket. He opened it and held it up to his ear. “Hi,
Christy.”

Kat nearly lost her hold on her apple juice.
Christy? Professor Bluefield’s wife was named Christy?

“Yes, I told you I’d be a few
hours. I’m visiting with a former student of mine.” He flashed Kat
a smile.

Kat couldn’t do anything more than stare back at
him. Her heart was pounding, everything she’d learned about Leo’s
elusive girlfriend coming together.

Although she hadn’t known her name, Barbara thought
Leo was in love with the recipient of the yellow roses. He had even
let this woman—Christy, presumably—redecorate his bedroom.

And the killer had to be familiar with Christy’s
tastes, as evidenced by the symbolic yellow rose left on his
victim’s body. Kat had initially thought the rose pointed to a
jilted ex-girlfriend, but perhaps the killer had been more
connected to Christy than Leo.

CeeCee had observed that Christy traveled to get to
Cherry Hills. Ellensburg was about an hour away, short enough to
finish a round trip in a day but long enough for someone else to
ask about the drive. It would be easy enough for Christy to make up
a day trip, then sneak over to her lover’s without anyone being the
wiser.

Except all evidence suggested
someone had been the wiser. Despite
their precautions, someone must have found out about their affair.
And that someone must have decided to kill Leo because of
it.

And that someone could very well be Christy’s
husband.

“There.” Professor Bluefield
snapped his phone shut and slid it back into his pocket. “Now, what
were we discussing?”

Sweat trickled down Kat’s back. She didn’t say
anything. She couldn’t. The realization that she was very likely
sitting across from a cold-blooded killer had paralyzed her.

Professor Bluefield crossed his ankles and smiled at
her, but the smile didn’t last long. She watched him stiffen as his
eyes locked with hers. Kat didn’t doubt her shock was written all
over her face.

She set her apple juice on the end table beside her
and swallowed hard. She knew she was past the point of playing
dumb. That left her with two options. She could try to summon help,
or she could make a run for it. Given that the only other resident
on her floor was currently out of town, she was really left with
only one option.

She vaulted off the couch and ran for the front
door. But Professor Bluefield was surprisingly fast for someone
carrying thirty extra pounds around his middle. He used his body to
block the footpath between the couches, trapping her in the living
room.

She stood there, her heart knocking against her rib
cage. She didn’t try to muscle her way around him. She could tell
from the look on his face that he didn’t intend to let her go
anywhere.
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“You killed Leo,” Kat choked
out.

“I did,” Professor Bluefield
confirmed.

“But . . .” Kat groped behind her.
When her hands made contact with the couch, she somehow managed to
drag herself over to the seat that Professor Bluefield had just
vacated.

Her head was spinning. She had always had so much
respect for her college professor. Hearing him confirm that he was
capable of a crime this heinous threw her world off its axis.

“Our thirty-year high school
reunion was this past spring,” he said. “I wasn’t going to go, but
Christy insisted. She said it would be fun to catch up with old
friends.”

Kat drew in a ragged breath. “And Leo was there
too?”

Professor Bluefield’s eyes darkened. “Yes, he was
there. And he looked exactly as he had thirty years ago.”

Kat took in Professor Bluefield’s thinning hair and
potbelly anew. She wondered if his concession to middle age had
happened suddenly, or if it had been a long, slow decline over the
past decade.

“Christy was thrilled to see him,”
he went on. “I didn’t really think much of it. I knew they had a
history together, but I didn’t view it as a threat. After all, how
many of us still have the same feelings for someone after spending
thirty years apart?”

Kat thought about Andrew. Her feelings for him now
were definitely different than they had been back in high school.
Back then he was just a good friend. Now, he meant much, much more
to her.

Her heart ached. What she wouldn’t give to have that
good-friend-turned-boyfriend here now.

“But after the reunion ended and
we returned to our normal lives, Christy started staying out for
longer and longer periods of time,” Professor Bluefield continued.
“She told me she was accompanying her girlfriends to the movies and
plays and the mall. I believed her at first—until it hit me that
she never came home with anything. What kind of woman spends all
day at the mall only to return empty-handed?”

Kat didn’t answer. She figured it was a rhetorical
question.

He folded his arms, resting them on top of his
belly. “Naturally, I started getting suspicious. So one day a
couple weeks ago, I followed her. You can probably guess where she
went.”

“Leo’s condo?”

He nodded. “But I didn’t know it was his place at
first. I thought maybe one of her girlfriends had moved to Cherry
Hills and she was coming here for her shopping trips.” He laughed,
but it was a mirthless sound. “That was how naive I was.”

Tom chose that moment to wander into the room. Kat’s
heart plummeted when she saw him emerge from the hallway. She
didn’t want him anywhere near Professor Bluefield.

Tom walked past Professor Bluefield and sat on the
floor by Kat’s feet. He peered up at her with his big, green eyes
and meowed. She forced herself to look away, praying he would get
the hint and saunter off again. She had no idea what her old
teacher planned to do next, but after killing Leo she didn’t think
he would have any qualms about hurting an animal.

Tom sat there for a moment longer before Kat saw him
moving out of the corner of her eye. She breathed out a sigh of
relief when he headed back toward the hallway.

Except, he didn’t actually continue down the
hallway. When he reached Professor Bluefield, he arched his back
against his leg and meowed.

“What does he want?” Professor
Bluefield asked.

Kat felt as if her chest was being squeezed in a
vise. She should have known Tom would refuse to leave until he’d
gotten some attention. If she had been thinking straight, she would
have picked him up before he’d turned to a murderer to get what he
wanted.

Tom jumped onto the couch armrest and reached toward
Professor Bluefield with his paw.

Professor Bluefield crooked one eyebrow. “What’s he
doing?”

“He wants you to pet him,” Kat
said, figuring there was no point in lying. With any luck, Tom
would be satisfied with a few short strokes and take
off.

Professor Bluefield studied the cat for a moment
before uncrossing his arms and sticking out a tentative hand. Kat
had to stifle a scream when his fingers made contact with her
baby.

“This one’s friendlier than the
other,” he commented as Tom hunkered down on the armrest and
started to purr.

Kat held her breath, too terrified to respond. Her
only solace was that Professor Bluefield didn’t appear to want to
hurt the cat.

Still, she could tell by the way he kept one eye
trained in her direction that he didn’t plan on being as charitable
when it came time to dealing with her.

She swallowed. “You didn’t finish explaining how you
found out about Christy and Leo.” If she could keep him talking,
she would have more time to think of a way out of this
situation.

Professor Bluefield scowled, although he kept
petting Tom. “That day when I followed her, she came out of his
building carrying a yellow rose. She had brought home roses a
couple times these last few months, claiming she picked them up
from the store. Like a fool, I believed her. But her leaving a
residential building with one made it pretty obvious she hadn’t
been buying them herself, that another man was giving them to
her.”

“But how did you know that man was
Leo?” Kat asked.

“Christy was sloppy. She had been
calling his office on her cell phone. It didn’t take a genius to
get the number from her call history and figure out what company it
belonged to. As soon as I pulled up their directory online, there
was Leo’s name, as proud as you please.”

“So you decided to kill him,” Kat
said, her voice nearly a whisper.

“Not right away, no. First I
called the lout and told him to stay away from my wife, that if
anyone would be buying her flowers in the future it would be
me.”

“And he refused?”

Professor Bluefield’s nostrils flared. “That’s
putting it mildly. Do you know what he had the nerve to say to
me?”

“No.” Kat was having a hard time
reconciling this angry man with the person who had mentored her.
This was a side of him she had never seen before.

“He said I’d gotten what I
deserved, that he would buy Christy flowers whenever he darn well
pleased.” Professor Bluefield took his hands off of Tom’s back and
clenched them into fists. “He made it sound like he had a right to
her because they had been in love first. He was perfectly willing
to ignore the fact that our situations were completely different.
They weren’t married when Christy fell for me our senior year.
Christy and I, on the other hand, had made a commitment to each
other. We had exchanged vows.”

A flash of motion caught Kat’s attention. She
shifted to see Matty settling down on the other end of the couch.
Apparently the tortoiseshell had decided her favorite spot was safe
to occupy again.

Kat prayed that was true.

“Then Christy came home two nights
ago with more yellow roses—a whole dozen this time.” Professor
Bluefield’s face contorted into an ugly, red mass. “Well, I just
snapped. How dare he.”

Kat didn’t move. She was afraid to draw any
attention to herself while he was this furious.

“That’s when I decided to take
matters into my own hands.” He grew calm, his eyes developing a
glassy look. “My last class ended at two o’clock yesterday, which
gave me the time I needed to make the trip up here. Then I just had
to locate the DataRightly building and wait for Leo in the parking
lot. The last thing he expected was for me to pull out that knife.
He was too shocked to even yell for help.”

Kat shuddered. She had a good idea how Leo had felt
during those last few seconds. She suspected it was a very similar
feeling to the terror she was experiencing right now.

“I threw the knife out of my car
window on the drive back to Ellensburg,” Professor Bluefield said.
“Nobody will ever find it. And if they do, they still won’t be able
to connect it to me.”

“I’m guessing that yellow rose you
left on Leo’s body came from the bouquet Christy brought home the
other day,” Kat said.

“He should have never given her
those flowers.”

“Aren’t you afraid Christy will
realize the significance?”

“Christy doesn’t know I know about
their affair. She has no reason to think I put that rose there. And
if she did somehow figure it out, she would never report me. She
can’t survive without me. She relies too much on my salary.
Besides, she’s the one who brought Leo back into our lives. She’s
as much to blame for his death as I am.”

Kat couldn’t help but think Christy and the police
might have a different opinion on that.

Professor Bluefield regarded her. “You know, I
forgot how smart you are, Kat.”

She blinked, taken aback by the subject change.

He sighed. “Unfortunately, sometimes it doesn’t pay
to be too smart.”

Kat pressed one hand to her chest, willing her
racing heart to slow down. She was so shaken she was having a hard
time thinking straight, yet she knew she needed to maintain a clear
head if she hoped to make it out of this situation alive.

“I should tell
you, I was quite surprised to see your name on one of those
résumés that
scattered after I stabbed Leo,” Professor Bluefield said. “But I
was glad I remembered the street address you listed on there. It
made it easy to know where to show up after I got your
email.”

“But why show up at all?” Kat
asked. “It’s not like I accused you of killing him.”

“No, but I was curious whether
anyone here suspected me. Seeing as how you’re the only connection
I have in Cherry Hills, you were the only one I could turn to for
information.”

A spark of anger ignited in her belly. She should
have known he’d had an ulterior motive for showing up outside her
apartment building. That excuse about driving up to check on her
mental health had struck her as fishy from the start.

Tom meowed. Kat’s breath caught. She had forgotten
he was there, sitting within reach of her crazy old professor.

Professor Bluefield grazed Tom’s fur with his
fingers. “You don’t like that I’m ignoring you, huh?”

Kat gritted her teeth. She wanted so badly to snatch
Tom away from him, but she thought that would only increase the
odds of both of them ending up injured.

“What are you going to do with
me?” she asked, unable to take the suspense any longer.

Professor Bluefield glanced at her, then focused on
Tom again. “I’m not sure yet.”

She remembered how much she had admired him in
college, wondering if there was any trace of that man left. “You
could turn yourself in to the police.”

He shook his head. “No. I can’t do that.”

So much for appealing to his
conscience, Kat thought.

She looked around the living room, desperate to spot
something she could use to defend herself. Her eyes landed on her
discarded high heels. If she could make it across the room, maybe
she could grab one and swing the pointed end at Professor
Bluefield’s head before he knew what was happening.

Or, she considered, she still had her cell phone in
her jeans pocket. Did she have enough time to dial Andrew before
Professor Bluefield registered what she was doing? It would be a
long shot, but if she succeeded her chances of being rescued would
be that much greater.

She inched her fingers toward the edge of her
pocket, her heart pounding so hard she could hear it in her ears.
When Professor Bluefield’s hand shot out and he grabbed her wrist,
she nearly wet her pants.

“Whatever you’re planning, don’t,”
he said, his icy tone sending chills down her spine.

She nodded, the only response she was capable
of.

Thankfully, he let go of her hand right away. She
slipped it into her lap, twisting her fingers together as she
scanned over the living room once more.

“You keep eyeing the door like you
think you can make a run for it,” Professor Bluefield
commented.

Kat’s gaze snapped toward his. “No I’m not.”

“You are.” He stepped forward.
“Why don’t we go into the kitchen where you won’t be so
tempted.”

She didn’t budge, too petrified to move.

“Ladies first,” he said, sweeping
his arm in front of him.

Kat somehow managed to stand up despite how her legs
felt too weak to support her. She kept her eyes fixed on the high
heels as she inched forward. She wanted nothing more than to have
one in her hands. But given the way her muscles had turned to
jelly, she didn’t think she had the strength to bend down, let
alone swing something with enough force to make the effort
worthwhile.

Or, she considered, she could try grabbing a knife
from the kitchen. She wouldn’t need to exert as much effort to do
damage with that.

Except there were no knives lying out in the open.
She was always careful to keep them in the utensil drawer, where
Matty and Tom couldn’t accidentally cut themselves during one of
their counter strolls.

“What the—”

Professor Bluefield’s startled exclamation was
followed by a noisy crash. Kat whipped around. Professor Bluefield
was sprawled on the floor, both of his hands reaching for his right
foot. Next to him, the high heels tottered as if they had recently
been disturbed.

“He tripped me!” he shouted,
wincing as he gripped his ankle.

Kat’s eyes veered toward Tom. The feline stood a
couple feet away, his puffed-up tail cutting through the air. His
eyes were huge as he stared at Professor Bluefield. It only took
Kat a second to figure out that he must have performed one of his
dash-and-stops in front of her old professor.

“It’s broken!” Professor Bluefield
wailed. “That cat broke my foot.”

Kat’s brain kicked into gear. This might be her one
and only chance to take control of the situation.

Bolstered by a pulse of adrenaline, Kat swiped one
of her shoes off of the floor. Both Professor Bluefield and Tom
flinched when she wielded it in front of her.

“What are you doing?” Professor
Bluefield said, sitting up.

“Don’t move,” she told
him.

He froze.

She backed into the kitchen, nudging Tom’s cat food
dish with the toe of her sneaker as she made her way toward the
utensil drawer. “Here, Tom.”

He trotted over, rubbing against her leg before
sniffing inside the dish.

Now that Tom was out of Professor Bluefield’s reach,
Kat could breathe easier. Without taking her eyes off of her
hostage, she exchanged her high heel for a knife. She made sure
Professor Bluefield saw it before she pulled her cell phone out of
her pocket and hit the speed dial.


 CHAPTER
ELEVEN

“Well, I hope your experience last
night drove home why you shouldn’t be getting involved in homicide
investigations,” Andrew said, flipping his notepad shut and tucking
it back into his breast pocket. “When we’re hanging out at your
apartment, I’d rather it not be for the purposes of taking your
statement.”

Kat rested her head against the back of the sofa. “I
didn’t even consider Professor Bluefield to be a suspect until he
got that call from his wife.”

Andrew fingered the edge of the couch, not saying
anything. She could tell from the energy buzzing around him that he
was still recovering from her close call the day before.

She couldn’t blame him. She was still recovering
herself.

“Do you have to go back to the
station now?” she asked.

“Yeah.” Andrew didn’t sound any
happier about that than Kat felt.

Kat pulled Matty into her lap and massaged the cat’s
ears. “You can stay for another minute though, can’t you?”

“I suppose.” His lips thinned.
“But don’t think me sitting here means I’m not still mad at you for
putting yourself in danger.”

“You were the one who told me to
email Professor Bluefield,” she reminded him.

He grimaced. “I guess neither one of us suspected
him. But you could still do a better job of staying out of police
business.”

Kat kept her mouth shut. She wasn’t about to make
any promises she couldn’t keep. Ever since she had moved back to
Cherry Hills, trouble seemed to have a way of finding her.

And, she had to admit, it certainly made life
interesting.

Tom came out of the kitchen. He sat down on the
carpet and licked one paw before swiping it over his face.

“He looks content,” Andrew
commented.

“He’s been munching on treats,”
Kat replied. “After those officers took Professor Bluefield away, I
filled his bowl to the brim. I gave him so many I doubt he’ll be
able to finish them all before the week is over.”

“After everything he did for you,
I can’t say he doesn’t deserve it.”

“I’m lucky he’s such an attention
hog that he’ll chase down anyone for a belly rub, even
murderers.”

Kat’s cell phone rang. Andrew plucked it off of the
coffee table and handed it to her.

She connected the call, not recognizing the local
number that appeared on the caller ID. “Hello?”

“Hello,” a female voice said. “I’m
looking for Katherine Harper.”

“That’s me.”

“This is Maura O’Malley from
DataRightly. We understand you were interested in the programmer
analyst position.”

“I was,” Kat concurred, scratching
Matty’s ribs.

“Are you still
interested?”

Kat sat up a little straighter. Was Maura O’Malley
offering her the job? After humiliating herself during her
interview with Leo, she figured she had blown her chance.

“From the notes Leo made before
his unfortunate incident, I gather he felt you were the most
qualified candidate,” Maura continued.

Kat’s hand slipped off of Matty. “Really?”

Matty stared at Kat’s unmoving hand, her tail
twitching as though she were silently lamenting the lack of good
help at her beck and call.

“If you’re still interested, I’d
like to meet with you myself to discuss our expectations,” Maura
said.

“Oh.” Kat gathered herself
together. She was supposed to be doing her best to make a good
impression, and that meant coming up with responses that were more
than one or two words long. “Okay. I mean, yes. I’m definitely
still interested, Ms. O’Malley.”

“Call me Maura, please. We’re a
casual office.”

“Okay, Maura.” Kat started
stroking Matty again, this time with more vigor. “When would you
like to meet?”

“I have an hour free at two
o’clock this afternoon. Does that work for you?”

Kat looked at the clock. “That’s perfect. I’ll be
there.”

“Good. I’m looking forward to
meeting you, Katherine.”

“Kat,” Kat corrected
her.

“See you at two, Kat.”

Kat disconnected in a daze, letting the phone drop
to her side. She fell back against the couch, still struggling to
process what had just happened.

“Who was that?” Andrew
asked.

“Somebody from DataRightly. She
wants to meet with me at two to discuss the programming job. Can
you believe it?”

“Well, yeah. They obviously know
you’re more than qualified and would work your butt off for
them.”

“I haven’t gotten the job yet,”
she reminded him.

Andrew draped his arm around her shoulders. “You
will.”

She eyed him. “You sound awfully confident.”

“I know you, Kat.” He kissed her
forehead. “Great things are in your future.”

She smiled. At that moment, she could believe
it.
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THANKSGIVING IN CHERRY HILLS

“Tell me again what that’s
supposed to be,” Andrew Milhone said, eyeing the mixing bowl on
Katherine Harper’s kitchen counter with puckered lips.

“Tofu pumpkin
pie.” Kat lifted up a lumpy spoonful. An orange chunk fell back
into the bowl with a splat. “It
doesn’t look very appetizing, does it?”

“Nope,” Andrew agreed. “Did you
follow the recipe?”

“Of course.”

Matty, Kat’s yellow-and-brown tortoiseshell, jumped
onto the far side of the counter. The feline took a tiny step
toward them, sniffing cautiously as she approached.

“Matty doesn’t seem impressed
either,” Andrew said.

“It’s vegan. Matty wouldn’t be
impressed with any type of pie except the chicken pot
variety.”

Kat reached over to shoo Matty away when the cat
crept within two feet of the bowl. But Matty apparently didn’t plan
to get any closer. Upon spotting what her human was up to, her
whiskers twitched and she darted back the way she’d come. Kat heard
the thud of an eight-pound feline hitting the floor.

Andrew chuckled. “I have a feeling tomorrow’s
Thanksgiving guests will have the same reaction.”

Kat set the spoon down and planted her hands on her
hips. “You realize I invited you over to help. If you intend to
spend the morning criticizing, you’re welcome to go on back to your
house.”

Andrew held up his hands. “Hey, I’m at your service.
Just tell me what you need me to do.”

She picked up the bowl and thrust it at him. “Mix
this until it’s smooth and creamy.”

He brushed his sandy hair out of his eyes before
taking the bowl from her. “Given what I have to work with, that
might take days.”

“You have exactly twenty-nine and
a half hours. Imogene says dinner starts promptly at two o’clock
tomorrow.”

Andrew placed the bowl back on the counter. Without
another word of protest, he grabbed the spoon and started
stirring.

A loud meow cut through the air. Kat looked down at
where Tom, her brown-and-black cat, was peering up at them. He
licked his lips, his tail swishing across the linoleum. Their mere
presence in the kitchen had clearly given him hope that they might
soon be opening a can of wet food.

“Dream on, Tom,” Kat said,
crouching down to rub his ears. “You have dry food if you’re
hungry.”

“Yeah, careful what you ask for,
Tommy boy,” Andrew chimed in. “Kat might give you some of this
pumpkin stuff. Then you’ll be begging for your kibble
back.”

“You just keep mixing,” Kat
retorted, ducking her head to hide her smile.

Tom rolled over onto his back, evidently deciding he
was okay with settling for some belly rubs in lieu of more food.
Kat obliged.

Although Kat had never been particularly fond of
Thanksgiving, this year she was looking forward to it. Having grown
up in foster care without a real family of her own around, she had
always felt like an outsider intruding on other people’s
festivities. She had been an extra place setting put out at the
last minute, someone added as an afterthought. But Imogene Little’s
dinner would be attended by a mishmash of people from Cherry Hills,
Washington, most of whom weren’t related to one another. Plus, she
thought, glancing up at Andrew and feeling that little flutter in
her stomach that always materialized when she was reminded of their
romance, this year she had someone to go with.

Even if he was currently doing an obscene amount of
grumbling.

“The lumps aren’t coming out,” he
said.

“Mix harder,” Kat
suggested.

“What do you think I’ve been
doing?” He paused. “How come you don’t buy a pie at the
store?”

“This is tofu pumpkin. Every
store-bought pie I looked at contained either eggs or milk or
both.”

“What’s wrong with
that?”

“Imogene’s event is all
vegan.”

Andrew looked down at her, a grin forcing his
dimples out. “I can’t wait to see how Chief Kenny reacts when
Imogene starts serving dinner. He thinks the four food groups are
beef, poultry, pork, and bacon.”

“One vegan meal won’t kill
him.”

“You wouldn’t think that if you’d
heard him complaining down at the police station all
week.”

“He could have told Imogene he
wasn’t coming.”

“After he admitted he didn’t have
any plans?” Andrew snorted. “He’d never hear the end of
it.”

Tom hugged Kat’s palm to his chest, giving the
finger closest to his mouth a light nip. She withdrew her hand from
his grasp and plucked a strip of cellophane out of the garbage to
dangle in front of him. When Tom started biting, it was a sure sign
his claws would soon be making an appearance too.

But before Tom could take more than two swipes at
his new toy, a piercing shriek echoed throughout the kitchen.

Kat sprang off the floor just before the mixing bowl
clattered two inches from where she was standing. Orange-and-white
globules sprayed all over the linoleum and across the front of the
cabinets. Tom scrambled to his feet and streaked out of the
kitchen. Matty stayed close to his heels, the feline morphing into
a golden blur as she sprinted after her brother.

“It’s the smoke detector,” Andrew
shouted over the alarm.

Kat sucked in a breath. “My crust!”

She lunged for the oven and flicked it off. Smoke
billowed around the door. She yanked it open, releasing a black
cloud that filled her lungs and made her cough.

And, somewhere inside, was the pie crust she had
worked so hard on earlier.

“We need to air this place out,”
Andrew said. He opened the window above the sink before moving into
the living room.

Kat grabbed a dishtowel off the counter and waved it
below the smoke detector affixed to the ceiling, hoping it would
shut itself off before she inconvenienced anyone else in the
building. The only other person who rented an apartment on the
third floor was spending this week with relatives, so there was a
chance she could contain the disturbance to her own unit.

Thankfully, the alarm quieted down ten seconds
later. Kat collapsed against the counter, relishing the
silence.

Andrew strolled over to join her. “Sorry about
dropping the bowl. The alarm startled me.”

“It’s okay.” She didn’t think the
pie filling could have been saved even if it wasn’t currently
sticking to every surface in her kitchen. If it were possible, the
disgusting mixture actually looked as if it had more lumps in it
than earlier.

Andrew reached over and tucked a lock of Kat’s brown
hair behind her ear. “You’re not getting discouraged, are you?”

“How can I not?” She flapped her
arm at the mess surrounding them. “This tofu pumpkin concoction
looks like something one of the cats hacked up. And that pie crust
that’s now ruined took me forty minutes to pound into
submission.”

“What was it doing in the oven
anyway?”

“The recipe says to cook it for
ten minutes before filling it.”

“Huh.”

“Obviously, I forgot all about
it.” She pressed the dishtowel she was still holding into Andrew’s
hand. “Help me clean this up, will you?”

Andrew took the towel, but before either of them
could start wiping anything down a scream ricocheted throughout the
apartment.

Kat’s stomach lurched, and her eyes automatically
moved toward Andrew’s.

“It came from outside,” he
said.

He bent over the sink to look out the kitchen
window. Kat started to do the same, but he spun around before she
could see what was going on, nearly knocking her off her feet.

“There’s a woman in the alley,” he
said, barreling toward the front door. “She might be
hurt.”

Kat didn’t have time to ask any questions. She flew
out of the apartment after him.

* * *
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