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      It felt odd to be packing her bags when she was only going to be about fifteen minutes away from her home, but Candice knew that those fifteen minutes could feel like an hour when she was late to work and realized that she had forgotten something essential like clean socks, a phone charger, or shoes that weren't snow boots.

      She was surprised by how much she was looking forward to spending two weeks house sitting for her parents. It would feel like a mini vacation, even if it wasn't, not really. She'd still be working, of course, and in fact there would be more work to do, since she would be taking care of her mother’s dogs, Keeva and Maverick, along with her usual responsibilities.

      Felix, her calico cat, would be going with her, and Eli, her husband, was looking forward to tagging along as well, though he wouldn't be joining her until later that evening. She felt a thrill of excitement as her thoughts drifted toward him. He was currently attending a meeting with a loan officer, and would soon have an answer as to whether the small business loan he was hoping to get had been approved.

      It would change a lot for them if he got it. No, she corrected herself. Not if. When. He was going to start his own business, making cookies and ice cream treats for dogs. He would be able to sell his products through several local businesses, including his ice cream shop, her mother's deli, and her own candy store. It would happen, the only question was how long it would take for them to get everything in place.

      Since he had three businesses in his family circle alone to work with, she knew he would be getting off to an easier start than what most small businesses faced. He enjoyed cooking, and he had always wanted to branch out on his own a bit, and not just rely on the ice cream shop he had inherited from his grandfather. An additional plus was that with his career choice, he wouldn’t have to suffer through the limitations his body had from his old injuries. She knew it was something he found shameful, no matter how many times she told him she was just glad he was alive and couldn’t care less if he couldn’t hike or run as far as he used to be able to.

      “You ready to go, Felix?” she asked. The cat, who had been unhappily stuffed inside a pet carrier ten minutes ago, meowed at her. He wasn’t fond of travel, though he would settle in once they got to her parents’ house and the carrier had been hidden away.

      She murmured reassuring words to him as she carried his carrier out to the car. The snow between where their front porch used to be and where they parked was trampled down to a dangerously slick path, and she made a mental note to salt it again before she left.

      She settled Felix’s crate onto the front seat and buckled it in, then turned back to the house, wincing when she saw the ugly, torn up area where their porch had been before the fire a few weeks ago. Deemed structurally unstable, it had been torn down and replaced by a hastily assembled set of steps. The porch would be rebuilt, but not until the weather improved. No matter how many times she saw the ugly scar on her house, she would never get used to it.

      It took her another trip to carry her suitcase and purse out to the car, then another to salt the path so it wouldn’t be slippery when Eli got home. At last, she locked the front door and got into her car, only to have to run back in again when she realized she had forgotten her phone.

      She was still feeling harried by the time she pulled into her parents’ driveway, and took a couple of calming breaths before shutting her car off. She had parked next to her mother’s metallic green SUV, which was running. There were suitcases stacked in the back, and as she was getting out of her own vehicle, she saw David come out of the house, his arms laden with more bags.

      “Hey,” she called out, waving to him. He nodded at her, then thanked her when she hurried forward to grab a few of the bags from him.

      “Are you bringing all of this?” she asked, packing the bags she had taken into the SUV.

      He chuckled. “No, thank goodness. Your mother found a bunch of old clothes while she was going through her summer stuff for the cruise, and decided to donate what we don’t need to a charity. We’re going to drop them off on our way to the airport. Thank goodness Karissa is going to meet us there; I don’t think we’d have room for her otherwise.”

      “Oh, I wish Mom had told me; I’m sure I’ve got some old clothes that don’t fit me anymore buried somewhere,” Candice said. “Does she need any more help packing stuff up?”

      “I don’t think so. We’re just about ready to go — early, for once. I’m glad you’re here, she has a list written out for you but it will probably be easier for her to tell you everything in person.”

      “All right, just let me grab Felix and I’ll go and find her.”

      David grabbed her suitcase for her while she carried the cat carrier in, and even carried it up to the guest bedroom for her instead of just putting it by the door. One of them had set Felix’s litter box up for her, which made her smile.

      “We’re planning on leaving in about ten minutes,” he told her. “Can you come down to the kitchen once you get your cat settled in?”

      “All right,” Candice agreed. She shut the door as he left the room, then set the cat carrier on the bed and pulled the irritated cat out. He looked around, and seemed to relax once he realized where they were. She carried him over to the litter box and put him inside it.

      “Don't forget where that is,” she said. He sniffed around for a moment, then hopped back out. “I'll bring you up some food and water once I'm done talking to Mom.”

      She left, shutting the door behind her. He'd be able to wander around the house soon enough, but she wanted to make sure he had some time to settle down, learn very certainly where his litterbox was, and eat and drink a little before she let him wander around the rest of the house. Even though the dogs didn't bother to try to chase him, he was always a little bit cautious around them at first, and she knew taking things slow was the way to go with him.

      She walked down the stairs and sure enough found both her mother and David waiting in the kitchen. Her mother was writing out what looked like the finishing touches to a list, but looked up when she came in. A smile spread across her face.

      “Candice, sweetie, it’s so good to see you. I'm sorry that we won't have long to catch up before we have to leave.”

      “It's okay, Mom,” Candice said, letting herself get pulled in for a hug. “I thought you weren't leaving until two, though. I would've come earlier otherwise.”

      “We were planning on leaving at two, but then we decided there were a couple stops we wanted to make on our way to the airport. Thank you again for doing this. We really appreciate it. I left some cash for you in the envelope on the microwave. I want you to enjoy yourself while you're here, so you and Eli should treat yourselves to something special. Feel free to eat and drink anything you find in the fridge, and of course make yourself at home. Now, here’s a list of instructions for the dogs, and a couple things that will need to be done at the deli.” Her mother frowned. “It’s weird leaving it in the hands of someone other than Darren.”

      “I know,” Candice said. “Sometimes it's still hard to believe that he’s gone.”

      There was a moment of silence for the young man who had been one of Moira’s first employees. Then, the older woman seemed to shake herself and focus on the present again. “We should have Internet access once we’re on the cruise ship, but it will only be through Wi-Fi. We can do video calls and emails, but no texts or phone calls. It costs a lot to get international service, and we decided it’s not worth it. I left a few numbers in case there's an emergency – the only one you don't know is Theodore Otto. He's David's new business partner at the brewery – you might have seen him around. Karissa’s been showing him the ropes, though he won’t really have much to do there until they expand.”

      “I think I’ve seen him from a distance,” Candice said.

      “Sorry, things have been hurried and I didn’t have time to introduce you,” David said. “He shouldn't need anything, but I did give him your information in case he does. I’ve got manuals for some of the machines here, and a key in case he needs to get into the brewery. We’re pretty much shut down, since Karissa and I are both going to be out of the country, but I told him he’s still free to get familiar with the place while we’re gone. I was going to make a copy of the key for him, but I didn’t have time.”

      “I left your contact information at the deli, too,” Moira said. “The employees know to call you if something urgent comes up. I think everyone else who’s in the need to know group knows where I'm going. I gave Martha and Denise most of the same information about our trip that I'm giving you. If anyone does come looking for me, just tell them where we are and that we’ll be back in a couple of weeks. I prefer that you don't tell them how to reach me unless it's really urgent – I'm trying hard to make this a real vacation, not a working one.”

      “Understood,” Candice said.

      “That should be about it,” David said. “I can't think of anything else on my end. Lenny might stop by to drop some old files off; if he does that, just leave them in my office.”

      “Thank you again, Candice. I know that we’re asking a lot of you, not just taking care of the house, but everything else too,” her mother said.

      “I really don't mind,” Candice said. “It will be nice; a chance to get away from all the normal stuff at home. I’m looking forward to spending time with the dogs, too. Where are they, by the way?”

      “We put them both out in the backyard,” Moira said, glancing at the backdoor. “Poor Maverick was getting anxious. He hates watching us pack. You can let them in once we leave.”

      Candice read over the list, then put it up on the fridge, holding it in place with a dog-shaped magnet. “I think I've got everything. If I need anything, I know how to reach you. Don't worry about the house or the dogs.. Have fun on your trip, and take lots of pictures.”

      “We will,” her mother promised. They traded another quick hug, and Candice did her best to keep out of the way as they finished up their packing. She watched her parents pull down the driveway a few minutes later, then turned back to the house and smiled. It would be home for the next two weeks. It was time to start settling in.
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      When Candice woke up the next morning, she felt a moment of disorientation. She wasn't in her own bedroom, the one she had grown so used to over the last few years.

      She sat up and blinked, shifting the familiar weight of Felix draped across her stomach. He meowed as she moved and she gently picked him up and placed him between her and Eli out of habit. By then she had remembered that she was in the guest bedroom of her parents’ house, and she had two very eager furry responsibilities waiting for her downstairs.

      Even though she had to go into work later that day and had a lot to do on her mother's list, it still felt like a mini vacation. She was looking forward to spending time with the dogs, and to poking through the fridge and pantry, knowing that her mother had likely stocked some of her favorite foods. She could go on a walk before going in to work and enjoy some of her parents’ property – it was only on five acres, but they had a lovely path mowed through the forest and even a bridge that went over a small stream. She could take Maverick with her; the German Shepherd would love to play fetch. Keeva wasn't as reliable off leash, but she could play with them both in the fenced in portion of the yard later.

      She slipped out of bed quietly, not wanting to disturb Eli, who was still snoring softly next to her. She looked at Felix for a moment, and he returned the stare before lowering his head back down, his tail curling around his body. She shook her head, amused. He really was the laziest cat ever. He rarely got out of bed while one of them was still sleeping. Even the promise of breakfast wouldn't do it for him.

      She left the room, leaving the door partially open in case the cat changed his mind, and went downstairs where she was greeted by the two large dogs. They hadn't slept with her and Eli, since Felix was still a bit wary of them and she didn't want to make him feel uncomfortable in the only room in the house that was his. He would get used to them again after a few days, she knew, and then she would let the dogs join them.

      “Good morning you two,” she said. “Do you want to go outside? And then have breakfast?”

      The dogs seemed to recognize both “outside” and “breakfast” and both of them dashed toward the backdoor. As both were large dogs, it sounded a bit like a stampede, but they knew the house well enough not to crash into anything. If either of them was just a bit clumsier, Candice had the feeling that none of her mother’s décor would have survived this long.

      She walked through the kitchen and into the mud room where she opened the door to the backyard. The dogs ran out and she shut it behind them, looking through the window for a moment as they sniffed around in the snow. She turned to make coffee, satisfied that they would handle the urgent matters themselves before scratching at the door to be let back in. She had a lot to do today, but she didn't need to be at work until the afternoon, and she was in no hurry to get started.

      Even though Candice and Eli technically had more property than Candice's parents did, a lot of the time it didn't really feel like it. Most of their property was open farmland, and they rented out the vast majority of their acreage to a dairy farmer, who paid them monthly for his use of the land. It was a good set up, but between the cattle, and David and his brewery, a lot of the time it felt like most of their land wasn't actually theirs. The parts they did use had only a handful of trees, and nothing that could be called a forest. It was still lovely property, but it was much more open, whereas her parents’ house was nestled back in the woods. She couldn’t even see the road, let alone any of the neighbors’ houses. She loved walking along the path through the forest first thing in the morning after having her first cup of coffee. It was peaceful and relaxing, even with the snow that threatened to turn into slush as soon as the temperature inched up another few degrees.

      She said goodbye to Eli just before noon. He promised to stop in at the candy shop later that day and bring her lunch if he had time, but she knew that he would be busy for most of the day getting things prepared for the new business. She wouldn't be back until later that evening, after the candy shop was closed, so she said her goodbyes to the animals after making sure Eli knew what to do to take care of them. He loved dogs as much as she did, but even though they both wanted one, they had decided to wait for the time being. She worked quite a bit at the candy shop, though gradually that was changing since Suri was now comfortable enough in the shop to open and close on her own. Eli didn't know how busy he would be with his new business, and it wouldn’t be fair to a dog to have to spend ten or more hours a day alone while its owners worked.

      She drove first to the deli, deciding to check in on everything there, though she wasn’t expecting to have anything come up. The place could run itself well enough, even with her mother in another country.

      It was strange to think that her parents, along with David’s sister, Karissa, were now somewhere out in the Gulf of Mexico, heading toward the Caribbean Sea, having the time of their lives while she and Eli were still in Michigan surrounded by snow. She hoped they had a good time; they both deserved a vacation, and the cruise was two weeks of relaxation in paradise. She hated to admit it, but she was a bit jealous. She would have loved to go with them, even if it would have meant finding a pet sitter for all the animals and begging her employees to work double shifts… on second thought, she could remember why she and Eli hadn’t gone.

      Maybe we can go on a cruise together next year, she thought. By then, things should have settled down a bit.

      There was a strange sense of déjà vu as she pulled into the deli's parking lot. She had worked at her mother's restaurant on and off ever since she was a recent high school graduate, and had even worked there as her full-time job for a short while.

      All she had to do was stop in and make sure things looked like they were running smoothly. This was the first time her mother had gone out of town with the new manager, and even though she trusted him, she wanted a second pair of eyes to make sure nothing disastrous was happening.

      She smiled as she walked inside the familiar building, the scent of the black bean chili Soup of the Day hitting her nose. There were a couple of customers inside, sitting at the small round tables and eating their lunch. There was only one person standing in front of the register, and he left with his wrapped sandwich moments after Candice came in.

      “Hey,” Libby, one of the newer employees, said brightly, smiling at Candice. “You're… Candy, right?”

      Candice chuckled. “Close. It's Candice. I do run a candy shop, which probably confuses matters a bit.”

      “Oh, that's right,” the other woman said. “I knew it had something to do with candy. Can I get you anything?”

      “Can I have a bowl of that black bean soup and a turkey wrap to go?” Candice asked. Suri was partial to wraps, and Candice figured it was her turn to pick something up, since her employee was the one who usually made the lunch runs.

      The young woman nodded. “Sure thing. It’s on the house, of course,” she added when she saw Candice reaching into her purse. “Your mother made it very clear that you eat here for free.”

      “I'd argue, but she gets the same deal at the candy shop, so I suppose it's even,” Candice said, grinning.

      She walked around, looking in the display cases that showed off the various meats her mother sold while she waited for her order to get completed. She wasn't here to snoop or to get in anyone's way; all she wanted to do was make sure things weren't ending up in chaos. She would also have to look over the weekly report that the manager was supposed to send in, but she wouldn't get that until the weekend.

      As she was waiting, the front door opened and a middle-aged woman came in. She hurried up to the counter, her gaze flickering over Candice, then she did a double take.

      “You’re Moira’s daughter, aren't you?” she asked.

      Candice raise an eyebrow. “I am. My name's Candice.”

      She wondered whether she should shake the woman's hand or not, but the choice was taken from her when the woman hurried forward and pulled her into a quick but tight hug.

      “Oh, your mother has told me so much about you. It's wonderful to finally meet you.”

      “I'm sorry, but I didn't get your name,” Candice said as she pulled back. She had never been a huge fan of strangers touching her without her permission, but even though this woman had raised her hackles almost right away, she was determined to be polite.

      “Oh, it's Annabelle. Annabelle Zimmer.” She waited, as if she expected Candice to tell her that her mother had told her all about her too, and seemed slightly disappointed when she didn't. “I met your mother at one of the book club meetings. I was new to town, and didn’t know anyone, but we just clicked. It's so nice to finally meet you.”

      “It's nice to meet you too,” Candice said. She tried to think of something else to say but was saved by Libby coming back out clutching a brown paper bag. She handed it off to Candice. “Here you go. Thanks for stopping in. Do you need anything else? A drink?”

      “No, I'm fine,” Candice said. “Thanks, though. I'll stop in again this weekend. It was nice to see you, Libby. And it was nice to meet you, Annabelle.”

      Candice nodded goodbye at them both and walked toward the door. Just as she opened it, Annabelle called out, “Tell your mother I'll stop by with those pastries for her sometime soon!”

      Candice nodded and was out the door before she realized that the other woman may not know that her mother was on vacation. She turned back to tell her, but a small group of people brushed past her and she was reluctant to go back into the busy deli and risk getting waylaid again. She decided to just mention it in the email she was planning on sending to her mother that night. Worst case scenario, she figured, she would end up getting some free pastries.
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      It was dark by the time she got home from work. Out of long habit, she turned down the road that would lead her to her own house instead of going to her parents’ house, so she was a bit later than she had planned. The dogs greeted her with barking that could be heard even while she was in her car, and she hurried up to the porch, where she let herself in. Immediately, Maverick and Keeva ambushed her, wagging their tails and pressing their cold noses up at her.

      She paused to scratch them both behind the ears, then slipped the rest of the way through the door, shutting and locking it behind her. She saw a slightly overwhelmed looking Felix sitting on the long table in the entranceway, eyeing the dogs with concern. He got along with them both well enough when they were calm, but he was always quick to get out of their way when they were excited. She couldn’t blame him; he was tiny in comparison to them. She slipped her shoes off and put her coat away, leaving her purse on the table next to Felix. She ran her hand along his spine as she walked by. The dogs followed her into the kitchen, where Eli was sitting in front of his laptop, a nearly empty cup of coffee in front of him.

      “Hey,” he said, looking up. “I assumed it was you. The dogs would have carried on more if it was a burglar.”

      “You’re lucky that you guessed right, or else I’d be upstairs stealing all of Mom’s jewelry right now,” she said cheerfully, sitting down at the table, then nodded at the dogs. “How were they today?” She knew her mother would want a full accounting in her email that night.

      “They were good,” he said. “I left around noon to take care of some stuff and checked in on the farmhouse to make sure it was locked up. After that, I came back and spent some time working on stuff here. I’ve been emailing back and forth with the person designing my logo. I’ll have a couple of options to show you soon. I think you’re going to like them.”

      “I can’t wait,” she said.

      “Our reservations are at eight, so we should probably leave pretty soon,” he said, glancing over at the kitchen clock.

      “I’ll go get changed,” she said. “Have the dogs eaten dinner?”

      “I’ll feed them while you get changed,” he said, shutting his laptop and standing up. “Not that you need to change, of course. You look great as you are.”

      “I’ve got chocolate stains on my shirt,” she said, wrinkling her nose. “At least I probably smell okay, though. That’s the nice thing about working with candy.” She left him with a quick kiss, going upstairs and digging through her suitcase until she found a pair of black slacks and a nice blouse. The Red Cedar Grill was one of the nicest restaurants in the area. It was owned by her mother’s friend, Denise. They had decided to go out and celebrate Eli getting the loan, and she was looking forward to it. It had been a while since the two of them had had a date. She couldn’t quite count their weekly dinners with Reggie and her parents.

      She had just finished buttoning her blouse when she heard the crunch of tires on frozen gravel and saw the flash from head lights through the bedroom window. She hurried back downstairs. The dog’s had begun to bark, but Eli had managed to corral them in the mud room, which had a gate across the entrance. He came down the hall, frowning.

      “Who’s that?”

      “I have no idea,” she said.

      They approached the door together. She appreciated Eli’s comforting presence at her back as she pulled it open. They watched as the car pulled up and parked right behind her vehicle. A young man about their age got out and began walking carefully up the icy path to the front porch. He had a folder clasped in his hands, and his brow furrowed when he glanced up and saw them. He hesitated just before reaching the porch.

      “I, uh, I was supposed to drop this off with David. Lenny said this was his address?” He made the statement into a question, his voice rising at the end.

      “David is my stepfather,” Candice said, flicking on the porch light for him. “How can I help you?”

      “Can you take the folder?” he asked. “I don’t really know how all of this confidentiality stuff works. I’m new, in case you can’t tell.”

      “David told me that Lenny might drop off some old case files, so I’m guessing that means I can.”

      He still seemed a bit unsure as he extended the file toward Candice. She glanced at it just long enough to see that it was dated from almost ten years ago, then handed it off to Eli.

      “Thanks. We’re just about to head to town, but I’ll email him and let him know that you stopped by with it. I’ll put it in his office. Say hi to Lenny for me when you see him again.”

      “Thanks,” the young man said. “I’m Terry, by the way.”

      Candice and Eli introduced themselves, then said their quick goodbyes to him and watched as he returned to his car and pulled back down the driveway. Once he was gone, Candice took the folder to David’s office. She was tempted to look inside it, but resisted. She knew that David’s cases were confidential, and she didn’t want to break his trust.

      After depositing the file on top of David’s desk, she finished getting ready to go and she and Eli left the house together, locking the door behind them. They walked over to Eli’s car and got in. He pulled carefully out of the driveway.

      “The roads are pretty bad,” he said. “But we left early enough that we’ll make our reservation in plenty of time.”

      “Good,” she said, smiling and relaxing back into her seat. A nice, relaxing evening out with her husband was just what she needed.
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      “Are your parents enjoying the cruise?”

      “I’m sure they are,” Candice replied, smiling at the tall red haired woman who was standing next to their table. “I’m supposed to send them an email tonight, but I’m not expecting to hear back from them until sometime tomorrow. She sent me some pictures of the cruise ship before they boarded, though. It looks wonderful.”

      “She sent me some pictures as well,” Denise said. “It makes me want to take a cruise.”

      “Me too,” Candice admitted. “It got me thinking about maybe going next year or the year after. It definitely seems like it would be a nice vacation. My mom seems to like them, that’s for sure.”

      “That she does,” Denise said with a smile. She looked back toward the kitchen, where a sudden clattering of falling dishes had sounded from. “It was nice talking to you, Candice, and you, Eli. Tell Logan I say hi. And tell him to get his butt over to my house for dinner sometime soon.”

      “I will,” Candice agreed with a chuckle. Logan was Denise’s nephew, and had lived with her up until a short while ago. Their relationship was complicated, but despite everything, they were still pretty close.

      “I’ll leave you to finish your meal in peace. I’m glad that you stopped by. I hope to see more of you.”

      Candice relaxed back into her seat, sipping her wine. It really had been a wonderful evening. They were just finishing up dessert – rich chocolate cake with moist mousse filling. It was delicious, and she was tempted to order another slice to take home, but she resisted. She was surrounded by tempting chocolates and candies all day; there was no need to bring the temptation into her house. Or in this case, her mother’s house.

      “To the future,” Eli said, raising his glass in a toast. She gently bumped her glass against his and they both sipped. “Well, I’m about ready to go home and collapse in bed,” Eli said after they finished the last bites of chocolate cake. “It’s not even ten yet.”

      “By the time we get home and get the dogs settled and feed Felix, it will probably be after eleven,” she said. “I know it’s still a bit early for us, but I wouldn’t mind an early night.”

      They paid the check and left the restaurant together, arm in arm. It was colder out than it had been earlier that day, and all of the snow that had been melted by the salt in the parking lot had refrozen into a thin sheet of ice. It was slow going, but they made it safely to the car. Candice pulled her coat more tightly around herself as they got into the vehicle. As soon as the car was on, she hit the button for the seat warmer.

      “Straight home?” Eli asked her.

      “Straight home,” she agreed. “My parents’ place, remember, not our house.”

      “I know, I know,” Eli said. “I’m not the one who almost went to the wrong place earlier today.”

      Feeling playful and happy, she stuck her tongue out at him, then turned to look out the window. It was hard to imagine feeling any more content than she felt in just that moment.

      Eli turned into her parents’ driveway a short while later. Candice straightened up, ready to get out of the car, and frowned as she gazed at the house. The porch light was off. It was a small thing, but it struck her as odd, because she was pretty sure she had left it on. In fact, she remembered glancing back as she walked toward the car to make sure it was on, because she hated walking through the dark to the front door.

      “Maybe the bulb went out,” she muttered to herself.

      “What?” Eli asked, glancing over at her as he steered his car next to hers and put into park.

      “I said, maybe the bulb went out. I’m pretty sure we left the porch light on.”

      He glanced up at the porch and then shrugged. “Probably. I’m sure your parents have extra bulbs if that’s the case. Are you ready to go in?”

      “Yeah, sorry,” Candice said. She realized she had been staring at the house instead of gathering up her purse. “Let’s –”

      She broke off, gasping as a dark shape dashed across the yard toward them. It looked like a coyote or a wolf, and it was heading right toward the car. Thoughts of rabies flashed through her mind and she quickly hit the button to lock the doors. Eli looked around, frowning, and she heard a small gasp from him as well when he saw the shape running towards them.

      “Is that Maverick?”

      At first his words took a moment to sink in, but when they did, she gasped for another reason. He was right; it was the German Shepherd. She recognized his silhouette now, and realized the form was wagging its tail and running toward them happily, not charging at them. She chided herself for being so silly, but immediately another worry struck her. Why was he outside? She knew for a fact that both dogs had been left securely in the house with the door locked. Had they broken through a window for some reason? It seemed insane to even think it, but she couldn’t think of another way for them to get out.

      She opened the car door and was almost bowled over by the overly excited Shepherd. He pressed his head against her stomach as she scratched her fingers into his thick neck fur.

      “You’re cold, boy,” she said. “What are you even doing outside? Where is Keeva?” She turned to look at Eli, who was watching them with concern. Sensing her gaze, he nodded at her purse. “Let’s head in,” he said. “We’d better see what the damage is.”

      They got out of the car and made their way back toward the house, Maverick following close beside them. It was eerie walking through the dark to the house with nothing but the shadows beneath the trees surrounding them, and Candice was glad for Maverick’s presence beside her. She was worried about Keeva. Maverick had been relatively easy to train to stick around. He would come back when called, and even if he somehow made it out the front door without supervision, he tended to stay close. Keeva, on the other hand, was a different story. She was an Irish wolfhound; a sight hound bred to chase prey far away from their owners. She was much more stubborn, and not very good at staying close. Candice was worried that if Keeva had gotten outside with no one around to call her back right away, she would have taken off after something or simply wandered away, and it may not be that easy to find her again.

      She reached out to Eli to steady herself as she walked up the slippery porch steps. He helped her up and followed carefully behind her. She paused at the top to make sure he didn’t need any help himself, and he shot her a look.

      “I’m not going to fall over,” he said, just a tinge of annoyance in his voice. She bit back a sigh. Back when he had first gotten his injuries, she’d had a tendency to hover, and once he had gotten on the road to recovery, he had hated that. He had hated feeling like he was crippled or somehow less able than others, and he still had a tendency to get testy if she acted like his hip or leg might be holding him back. Of course in a situation like this, he logically knew that she didn’t mean anything by it. It was something they were both working on.

      “I almost fell,” she pointed out. “It has nothing to do with –”

      She broke off as her foot caught on something and she stumbled forward, just barely catching herself on the doorframe. It took her a moment to realize that the front door was open and that she had tripped across something large lying right in front of it.

      “What the –” she heard a bone chilling sound behind her and realized that Maverick was growling low in his throat. Her pulse ratcheted up and she felt adrenaline spike through her. Something was very, very wrong.
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      A weak light suddenly flooded the area, illuminating the porch just enough for her to see what she had tripped over. The sight of it made her scream and stumble back, this time slipping on a patch of ice and falling on her rear. As she did, her foot caught a metal tin that she was sure hadn’t been there when they left, kicking it away to bounce off the side of the house. Eli reached for her, but it seemed to be an instinctive gesture. He wasn’t looking at her, and she couldn’t blame him. Both of their eyes were glued to the body that had somehow fallen across the entrance to the house. It wasn’t someone she recognized, but at that moment that was only a very fleeting relief. She could see flecks of blood on the porch and what looked like a bullet hole in the man’s back. She wondered exactly what had happened here.

      “We should call the police,” Eli said. Candice nodded silently. He helped her up and they both stepped back, away from the body. Behind him, Maverick was still growling.

      Candice just tucked her arm into his, too shocked to say anything. She didn’t seem able to take her eyes off the body. She only noticed the blue metal tin lying next to it because her foot had kicked it as she went down. She wondered, for a moment, where it had come from, but couldn’t seem to hold onto the thought. The body kept drawing her eyes back toward it.

      She heard a quiet beeping, then the ghostly sound of a ring tone and realized Eli was dialing the police on his cell phone. When he started speaking, she could barely focus on what he was saying

      “Maverick,” she said at last. The dog stopped growling. “Come here.” He came up to her and pressed against her leg, and she stroked his head lightly. It seemed to help calm her down a little bit, and she took a deep breath. Another worry jumped to the forefront of her mind. Where was Felix? He wasn’t used to going outside, but she had no doubt that if the door was left open like this, he might get brave enough to venture out. The thought of him out there somewhere in the cold and dark, frightened and shivering, made her heart ache.

      “They are on their way out,” Eli told her.

      “We have to go find the animals,” she said.

      “We have to wait for the police.”

      She wanted to argue, but she knew he was right. They couldn’t just barge into the house and start looking for their pets. Not only would they risk messing up the crime scene, but there very well might be another person inside, waiting to do them harm.

      She was relieved to see the flash of red and blue lights through the trees a few minutes later. The police vehicles pulled into the yard and she realized at the last second that Maverick was still off leash. Any second he would start barking at the police officers. She wrapped her arms around his neck.

      “Eli, your belt. I need to use it as a leash.”

      He took it off quickly and handed it over. She looped it around Maverick’s neck and told him not to bark.

      He looked up at her and then back to the police officers, who were beginning to get out of their cars and whined, but seemed to hear the seriousness in her tone and didn’t make a sound.

      It seemed to take forever to explain to the police what had happened. The officers who weren’t questioning them were already combing through the house. It took her a while to convince the police that she really was supposed to be there, even though she wasn’t the homeowner. She had just put her ID away when one loud bark came from inside the house and a man shouted. A moment later, she heard a door slam shut. An officer came out, looking shaken.

      “There is a giant dog hiding in one of the bedrooms,” he said.

      “Keeva,” Candice breathed, filled with relief.

      “I took a cursory look around the room and shut the door. She scared me half to death. We’ll have to get her out of there before I can check the room more thoroughly.”

      Candice nodded. “We can put the dogs in the mudroom,” she suggested. “There is a gate that will keep them from going into the rest of the house.”

      “Sorry, ma’am, but you won’t have access to your house until we’ve cleared it of all the evidence. We’ll let you up there to collect your dog, but that’s going to be it.”

      “I have a cat too,” she said, hoping that Felix would be easy to find. She blinked. “Wait, how long are we going to have to stay out of the house for?”

      “I don’t know,” he said, running a hand through his hair. “Look, I know your parents. I’ll see what I can do. I’ll have my guys working overnight, but you’re going to have to at least find somewhere else for yourselves and the dogs until morning.”

      She nodded. “That’s okay. We’ll go back to our place. Can I go get Keeva now?”

      It took a few more minutes, but eventually an officer escorted her upstairs. She managed to get permission to grab one of the dog leashes first, he stood by the bedroom door while she knelt down next to the bed. She was surprised that the Irish wolfhound had managed to fit under there.

      “Keeva, sweetie,” she said softly. “It’s me. Do you want to come out now?” She heard a thumping sound, like the dog was wagging her tail, but no dog appeared. She carefully bent over and picked up the bed skirt. Keeva was squished under there, and next to her, surprisingly, was Felix.

      “Oh, Felix,” she said, relief washing through her. “You’re such a smart cat.”

      She reached under the bed and pulled out the petrified cat, whose claws were dug into the carpet. It took a couple moments to battle with him, but at last she managed to extract him.

      “That does not look like a dog,” the officer muttered.

      “It’s my cat,” she said. She hugged Felix to her. “Can I take his carrier?” She nodded to the cat carrier in the corner. The officer nodded, and she quickly put Felix into the carrier and then knelt down in front of the bed again, trying to urge the dog out. Keeva kept wagging her tail, but seemed to have no intention of moving. At last, Candice crawled halfway under the bed and managed to clip the leash onto Keeva’s collar. There was a bit of tug of war and some cajoling, but Keeva finally managed to extract herself from under the bed. She gave her body a big shake, then looked up at them, as if asking what all the fuss was about. With a shaky laugh, Candice patted her head. “I’m glad you’re all right, girl. Ready to go?”

      The officer carried the cat carrier as she walked Keeva down the stairs. Eli was by his car, and she saw that Maverick was already in it.

      “This is my card,” Detective Jefferson said, handing her his business card. “I’ll contact you once you can come back to the house. Like I said, we will try to get the evidence collected quickly, but there’s no guarantee.”

      She nodded. “Thank you. I really appreciate it.”

      She put Keeva in her own car, knowing that there was no way both dogs would fit in one car, and started up the engine. Once her car was running and warming up, she walked over to Eli. “Are you ready to go?” she asked.

      He nodded. “I wish I could go grab my laptop, but I’m guessing that’s out of the question. So yeah, I guess I’m ready to head out.” He sighed, running a hand through his hair. “Let’s head home. Then, we’d better contact your parents.”

      It took them a while to get settled into the farmhouse. It felt a bit odd to be back after she had been planning on being gone for two weeks. Felix seemed happy to have returned, though. He climbed right to the top of his cat tree and sat up there, staring down at them all.

      At long last, they sat down in the living room and Candice sent her mother a quick email. It didn’t give any real information, just telling them that something had happened and they were all right, but they needed to talk. She would have sent more details, but it would’ve taken way too long to explain it all through a written message.

      A few minutes later, the video call application sent a notification that she was getting an incoming call. She clicked the button to accept it and saw her mother and David crowded around the screen. Behind them was a round porthole and a picture of a tropical island, and a comfortable looking bed. She was impressed by how nice the cabin on the cruise ship looked.

      “What happened?” her mother asked, looking frightened. Candice took a deep breath and began explaining.

      Both of her parents looked increasingly worried and about ready to burst by the time she had finished. “Are you sure you have no idea who the gunshot victim was?” her mother asked.

      Candice shook her head. “Definitely not. But other than that, there’s not much that I do know. I don’t even know how they got into the house. I wasn’t paying attention enough to notice any broken windows.”

      “The door was kicked in,” Eli said. “I noticed it when you went inside with the officer to get Keeva.”

      “Are both of the dogs all right?” her mother asked. “Felix?”

      “They’re fine. Maverick was running around outside, and Keeva and Felix were hiding under the bed in the guest bedroom. It was such a relief to find them all safe.” Belatedly, she realized that they hadn’t grabbed any dog food from the house. The dogs were going to have to tolerate cat food for breakfast, until they could get to town to buy some dog food.

      “Just as long as everyone’s all right, that’s what’s important,” Moira said. “Why would someone break into our house though?”

      David frowned. “I wish I had the answer to that one. We aren’t even there to tell if anything is missing.” He sighed. “It will have to wait until we get back I suppose.”

      “Are you going to come back early?” Candice asked.

      “I’m not sure,” Moira said, grimacing. “We’ll have to see what it would take. I’m not sure what the cruise lines policies are for that sort of stuff. Plus, I would feel bad leaving Karissa on her own after we invited her to come with us.”

      “We’ll try to handle it all ourselves,” Candice said. “There’s no reason you can’t keep enjoying your vacation.”

      She could tell that her mother didn’t quite agree with her, but they wrapped the conversation up and were about to say goodbye when David said, “If someone broke into the house and ended up dead, then that means that there was more than one person there.” Candice blinked. It was obvious now that he had pointed it out, but she hadn’t considered it before. “Be careful. Both of you. We don’t know what’s going on, and somewhere out there is a killer who might be waiting for his chance to return.”
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      Even though she was exhausted from a long day, Candice still found herself waking up before she usually did the next morning. She had slept restlessly, and when she saw the first signs of sunlight through the curtains, she decided that enough was enough. She got out of bed, leaving Eli and Felix sleeping in their normal positions, and called the dogs over by patting her leg. She let them out into the hallway and let them stampede down the stairs in front of her. With a tired sigh, she went into the kitchen and pulled out the bag of Felix’s food. Both dogs were looking at her eagerly.

      “This is probably a lot richer than you’re used to,” she warned. “I’m only going to give a little bit to each of you, just to stave off your hunger until I go to town and pick up some more dog food today. I don’t want to upset your stomachs.”

      She got a couple of bowls down from the cupboard and put a small scoop of the cat food in each one before setting them on the floor. The dogs seemed thrilled by their new food, and quickly downed their meals.

      While the dogs licked the bowls clean, she set up the coffee maker and made a pot of coffee as strong as she could. When Eli came down, he found her at the kitchen table, sipping her coffee and scrolling through a page on the Internet on her cell phone.

      “Any news?”

      “Not yet,” Candice said. “I’m not sure if I should ask Logan to cover my shift at the candy shop today or not. If something happens, I want to be available, but if we don’t hear from the police, then I don’t want to just sit around all day.”

      “What time are you supposed to go in?”

      “I have the closing shift,” she said. “It’s the busiest, since the kids get out of school at the beginning of it.”

      “Well, why don’t you see if Logan’s free, but tell him that you’re not sure yet if you need him to cover for you? That way you’ll be keeping your options open in case the police do call in.”

      “I guess that’s a good compromise,” she said.

      She set about composing her text to Logan while Eli began opening cupboards in the kitchen. “I’ll get started on breakfast. What do you want?”

      “Something warm,” she told him. “It’s cold enough outside, I feel like I have to soak up all the heat I can before I face the day.”

      They spent the next hour making and eating pancakes and taking the dogs outside. Logan had told her that he was available that afternoon if she needed him, so she was able to keep that in mind as she waited for the police to call. She did a load of laundry and checked her email again, wanting to see if her parents had contacted her about anything. Nothing. She sighed, frustrated. She just wanted someone to let her know what was going on. As if in response to her thoughts, her cell phone rang, and she answered the call quickly.

      “This is Detective Jefferson speaking,” a male voice said after she answered the phone. “Am I speaking to Candice Rothberg?”

      “This is she,” she said.

      “I’m glad I caught you. We managed to collect everything we needed overnight. I just got done doing one last sweep of the house. You’re cleared to go back.”

      “Thank you,” she said. “I really appreciate it. All of our stuff is there.” Well, all of their important stuff, like laptops.

      Excited to give Eli the good news, she hurried into the kitchen and told him what the detective had said. The two of them began gathering up the animals. She texted Logan, telling him that, if he was still okay with it, he could have her shift for the day. She wanted the time to start getting her parents’ house cleaned up. She had only seen a little bit of it when she went inside to fetch Keeva, but what she had seen wasn’t very reassuring.

      When they got there, the body was gone, but that seemed to be the only positive change. The snow in the front yard had been trampled by the police officers and their vehicles, and the muddy snow had been tracked inside as well. She winced and found herself hoping that it would snow again soon just to cover up the tracks in the yard. The floors would need a good mopping before they looked normal again as it was.

      She walked the dogs directly to the mudroom, which seemed to have been the least affected room in the house, and put them behind the gate. “I don’t know how the rest of the house looks, and I don’t want you getting into anything nasty,” she told them. They placed Felix’s cat carrier on the kitchen table, deciding to keep him safely contained for now as well. Then, they started their inventory of the house.

      Candice was relieved that nothing major seemed to have been taken. Granted, she didn’t know her parents’ house as well as they did, but whoever had broken and hadn’t even bothered to steal her mother’s jewelry. It did look like a lot of the drawers had been rifled through, but the contents seemed to have mostly just been dumped out. Strangely, the room that seemed to have been hit the hardest was David’s office. It was a mess of papers, the file cabinets having been opened and the drawers turned upside down. She traded a worried look with Eli.

      “This must have been related to his old job as a PI,” he said.

      “He is mostly retired from that,” Candice said. “I don’t think he’s still very active there anymore at all.”

      “What about the file that guy dropped off yesterday?” Eli asked. “We assumed that was for one of the old cases, but it could be something new, couldn’t it? A case important enough for David to go back to work might be important enough for someone to want to steal his file on it.”

      “They have digital backup copies of everything,” Candice said. “Stealing the physical file wouldn’t do much.”

      “They may not have known that,” Eli pointed out. Sighing, Candice looked around the room, trying to locate the folder she had placed on the desk. It was gone, even though the other knickknacks on the desk remained. She frowned, wondering if maybe Eli had a point after all. She hoped not. She didn’t like the thought that whoever had broken in had found what they were looking for.

      “We’d better let my parents know about this,” she said.

      “I’ll get started on cleaning up while you do that,” he said. “I’m not even going to bother trying to organize these; I’ll just put them in stacks near where I find them.”

      She nodded and Eli got to work picking up the papers and files while she went back into the kitchen to pull out her laptop. She sent her parents an email, telling them what they had found. She had to back up a bit to tell them about the folder that Lenny’s assistant had dropped off the night before, since it had slipped her mind earlier.

      She sent the email and leaned back in her seat, feeling the stress of the last few days rush over her. They had a lot of cleaning to do, a door to repair, and most importantly, a mystery to solve.
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      She and Eli spent the day cleaning up her parents’ house. By the time they called it quits in the evening, the house was mostly put back together. The mess on the floors had been cleaned, the knickknacks that had been spilled had been at least somewhat organized, and the door had been braced with a couple of rubber door stoppers. It wasn’t perfect, but the door at least would have to wait until the next day when the hardware shop in town was open.

      The animals still seemed spooked in the house, and she felt bad for them. It must have been terrifying for them to have experienced the break-in. She couldn’t stop wondering what exactly had happened. How had one of the burglars been killed? Had they found what they were looking for? Had they really taken the file? There had been no sign of it in David’s study, she knew that much.

      Her parents returned her email shortly before she went to bed. It was from her mother, but David had added a couple of paragraphs at the bottom.

      I have no idea what was in the file, he had said. I’m going to email Lenny to see if he can tell me. I assume it’s one of the old cases that we’ve been getting organized, but if that was really what caused the people to break-in, there is the possibility it was something else. I’ll let you know if I find out. For now, be careful. It might be safer for you to stay at the farmhouse. Let us know if you want us to come back early. We’ll make it work if you do.

      She thought for a long time before answering. While it might be better if they were there, she wanted them to enjoy their vacation. If anything else happened, she would let them know about it, but for the time being, she told them to try to enjoy the cruise for as long as they could. She knew it would probably be costly and difficult, even if their enjoyment would be at least somewhat lessened by what had happened.

      She finished cleaning the next morning and she and Eli left the house at the same time; her to go to work and him to go to the store for the supplies to fix the door. She was worried about leaving the house unattended again, but knew that there was no helping it. Hopefully, whoever had broken in had already gotten what they wanted and would not be coming back.

      Allison was the only one she had told about what happened, but it seemed that her face let Suri know something was wrong, because as soon as she walked into the store, her employee frowned. “What happened?”

      “Some issues at my parents’ house,” she explained as she tied on her apron and name tag. “Someone broke in and one of the burglars passed away while he was there. The police are still looking into it.”

      “Wow,” Suri said, her eyes wide. “That’s terrifying. Are you okay? Do you need somewhere else to stay?”

      “We are fine with staying there for now,” Candice said. “If anything else happens, we will head back to the farmhouse. Thanks for asking, though. How have things been here?”

      “Fine,” Suri said. “I’ve just been stocking the shelves all morning. Everything has been running pretty smoothly. Oh, that next batch of rock candies is done.”

      Candice perked up at that. The beautiful snowflake rock candies were time-consuming to make, since first she had to make the candy itself, which meant waiting for the sugar to crystallize, and then she had to break them apart and carefully glue the pieces together with edible sugar glue to make it snowflake shaped. Afterward, she would dip it into one of a variety of flavorings, or else leave it plain. They were popular, especially with the kids, and she couldn’t blame them. She loved rock candy because it was beautiful; like eating diamonds.

      She spent an hour assembling the snowflake rock candies and dipped each one into a different flavor. The thin liquid was simply flavoring and food coloring. There was light pink cotton candy, blue raspberry, dark red cherry, yellow pineapple, and white coconut. The coconut one seemed to be especially popular, since the pearly white color made the snowflakes look even more like real snow.

      Once the candies were dried and ready to go, she carefully sealed each in a plastic wrapper before carrying them out to restock the shelves. There was a short line of people at the register waiting to pay for their candy and chocolates, so once she was done with the rock candies, she went over to help Suri at the register. She recognized one of the customers as old Mr. Smith and fought back a grin as he paid for his order and walked away before she got to the register. Old, grumpy Mr. Smith loved to complain, but he was still one of the most loyal customers, stopping in a couple times a week to pick up the ginger hard candies that she sold. He had started to grow on her a little bit, but she was still always glad when she wasn’t the one who had to deal with him.

      Suri was busy bagging a young girl’s candies. Candice smiled at the next person in line, and was surprised to find that it was someone she recognized. If she was remembering his name right, it was Terry, the man who had dropped off the file a couple of days before. He seemed shocked to see her as well.

      “Hi,” he said once he had gotten over his surprise. He placed three chocolate bars on the counter. “Just these, please.”

      “Of course,” she said. She rang them up and counted out his change for him. “How are things going? Your Lenny’s assistant, right?”

      He nodded. “We’re actually closed for the day. He said he had some stuff to do. I’m taking the opportunity to visit my girlfriend.”

      Candice grinned. “That explains the chocolates. You wouldn’t happen to know what was in that folder you gave us, would you?”

      He frowned. “No, I don’t. I’m just an assistant. I’m not really supposed to read any of the files. It’s not worth my job to snoop. Why?”

      Candice shook her head. “I was just wondering.” She didn’t want to bring up everything that had happened, not with the little girl still chatting happily with Suri close by. “I’m just surprised because I thought David wasn’t really involved with the business anymore.”

      “He’s been coming around a bit more lately,” the young man said. “I’d better get going. It was nice to see you again.”

      He held his hand out for her to shake and she took it, frowning when she noticed a bruise on his arm. As he walked away, she couldn’t help but wonder if he had gotten it from something violent, like a burglary. She shook her head. She was being silly. There was no reason to suspect Terry. Even if, she supposed, he was one of the only people who knew that the file had been in the house that night.
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      It was a busy day, and thankfully news of what happened at her parents’ house hadn’t gotten out yet. She was tired by the time she got home that evening, but a different kind of tired than she had been the day before. It felt good to get back to a semblance of normalcy, even if she hadn’t been able to really forget what had happened at any point during the day.

      She was pleasantly surprised to find that the doorframe had been fixed, though it wasn’t painted. The porch steps had been cleared off and the walkway up to the house had been salted.

      “How did your day go?” she asked, following Eli into the kitchen after greeting him. There was a pizza on the table, and she took a slice.

      “Nothing out of the ordinary happened,” he told her, knowing what she was asking. “After getting back from the hardware store, I spent most of the day here. I forgot to get paint, and I didn’t want to snoop through your parents stuff looking for some, but I can go back to town tomorrow to get some. How was your day?”

      “Busy but good,” she said, collapsing into a seat and pulling a piece of paper towel over to her so she didn't spill any pizza toppings. She told him about her encounter with Terry, Lenny's assistant.

      “He seemed really surprised to see me, but he didn't seem to be unusually nervous or anything. I feel kind of silly about it, but part of me can’t help but wonder if he had something to do with the break-in. I mean, he is the only one who knew the file was here other than Lenny himself, but that doesn't necessarily mean he had anything to do with it.”

      “It wouldn’t make sense,” Eli pointed out. “If he did want to steal file, he could have easily just done it while transporting it. Even if he was worried he would get in trouble for “losing it,” it would’ve been a lot less risky than breaking in after he dropped it off. It would've been the logical thing to do, anyway.”

      Candice gave Eli a small grin. “Well, we both know that people don't always do the logical thing. If they did, we would live in a much safer world.”

      “That's true,” Eli said. He poured a glass of water for himself, then raised an eyebrow at her. She nodded and he poured her glass as well.

      “Thanks,” she said, taking it.

      “Oh, I almost forgot. Do you want to do dinner with Reggie as usual tomorrow?”

      She nodded. “I don't see why not. I know I’ll be a little anxious about being gone in the evening again, but it’s not like we can spend every second here until my parents get back. We can lock the dogs in the mudroom so if someone does come back, the dogs will be safe, and we can lock Felix in the guest bedroom. The door frame’s fixed, and the police are going to be doing extra patrols past the house, so it should be okay.”

      “Good,” Eli said. “I know Reggie is looking forward to it. I let slip the fact that we had a story to tell him, but haven’t given him the details.”

      Candice couldn’t help but smile at that. She knew how much Reggie loved stories of excitement and adventure. It was one of her favorite things about the elderly man – though, she had a lot of favorite things about him, so that wasn't saying much.

      They spent an uneventful evening in, something which Candice was grateful for. The past few days had been far too stressful. It was nice to relax, hang out with the dogs, and curl up on the couch with Eli watching an old movie.

      She wasn’t scheduled to work on Sunday, and Eli had nothing he had to do either, so they had the rare chance to do whatever they wanted for most of the day. They decided to take the dogs for a walk around the property, and ended up losing track of time during a fun game of fetch with Maverick. By the time they finished, it was past noon and they were both starving.

      “I’ll make us something light,” Eli volunteered. “I don't want to eat too much since we've got dinner with Reggie in a few hours.”

      “Sounds good,” Candice said. The nursing home Reggie lived at had early dinners, which meant that even though it was just past noon now, they'd be eating in slightly over four hours.

      She was in the middle of tidying up the living room where they had left a jumble of blankets and a few glasses from the night before when she saw a car pull up the driveway. Maverick started barking and she tried to shush him when Keeva joined in, which made her give it up as a losing battle.

      “Eli,” she called out. “Someone’s here.”

      He joined her by the living room window, looking out at the vehicle. They traded a worried look. Neither of them recognized the car, and with what happened just a couple nights ago, they were both worried about strangers showing up unexpectedly.

      He followed her to the door. They stepped out onto the porch together, fighting with the dogs for a moment to keep them inside.

      A distinguished looking middle-aged man got of the car. He paused when he saw them, but then continued on his way.

      “When I heard what happened, I was sure your parents would rush back,” he said. “I guess they’re not coming home early?”

      “Yeah, they're still trying to enjoy their trip,” Candice said. “Sorry, but who are you?”

      Her arms were crossed and she was trying her best not to glare at the man. Really, she had had enough of unexpected guests coming up to the house. He gave her a small, somewhat embarrassed smile. “Sorry, I realize we haven't met. I’m Theodore Otto. I've been out to the brewery a couple times, but haven't had the chance to stop by and say hi to you. Your stepfather may have told you about me?”

      Candice frowned, racking her brain. The name sounded familiar, and she realized that David had in fact mentioned the man to her before he and her mother left. “Yeah, he mentioned that you were going into business with him and Karissa. I didn’t get the details.”

      He smiled, seemingly glad that she at least knew who he was. “That's right. I’m looking at using his liquor license to set up a distillery. Right now we are trying to figure out how hard it would be to get set up and figure out if some of his machines are compatible with what I need. It's an expensive game to get into, so it’s nice to work together while we can. He mentioned he was going to put aside a key and some manuals for me. Did he tell you anything about that?”

      “I know he told me that he was going to set that stuff aside for you, but I'm not sure I know exactly where it is. His office is a huge mess right now. I’ll go see if I can find it.”

      It took a little bit of searching, but eventually she found the envelope with Theodore's name on it. She took it to the front door and handed it over to him. “Let me know if you need anything else. I don't really know much about David's process with everything at the brewery, but I can always try to get in touch with him if you need me to.”

      He waved the hand that was clutching the envelope dismissively. “I don't think I’ll need anything else. Thanks for your help, it was a pleasure meeting you.”

      Candice sighed as he left. Somehow her parents managed to have busy lives even while they weren’t there to live them.

      The incident was nearly forgotten by the time they made it to the nursing home. Reggie greeted them at the door with a warm smile and a hug, his eyes twinkling as he led them to a semiprivate table in the corner of the dining area. He purposely pushed the extra chair away and scooched his over so there wasn't space for anyone to join them.

      “Now, Eli mentioned something about an interesting story you have to tell? I hope you know; I’m not going to eat a bite until I hear it. And this food does not taste as good cold as it does warm, so chop chop.”

      Smiling, Candice and Eli took turns telling him what had happened. It felt good to talk about it with him. Somehow, he always seemed to be able to shed new light on things, and by the time their conversation was over, Candice was feeling better than she had for days. She was left with nothing but the burning questions of why someone had broken into the house, and why one of them had ended up dead.
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      Even though Candice felt like she was still waiting for the other shoe to drop, nothing unusual happened over the next few days. She kept getting updates from her parents, including lovely pictures of what they were doing on their cruise. They also included some updates from the police. Unfortunately, there wasn't much.

      “I really don't think it had anything to do with the file,” David said during a video call that Wednesday night after she'd asked him about it again. “I asked Lenny, and it was just an old case file from years ago. It's really nothing interesting at all. I can’t see why that would cause someone to not only break into the house but commit murder.”

      “What else could they possibly have wanted?” Candice asked. She had gone through the messy stacks of files again and was certain that the one Terry had handed her wasn’t there. “It's still missing, so they obviously took it.”

      “Maybe it was to cover up something else that they took,” David suggested. “Or maybe I'm missing something.” He sighed. “I’ll have Lenny email me the digital backup and see if I’m missing something important about the case.”

      “If we knew why they took it, then we might be able to figure out who was involved,” Moira said. “In the meantime, Candice, do you feel safe there? You’re sure nothing else has happened?”

      “I'm sure,” Candice said. “Theodore stopped by to get the key and the manuals like I told you, but other than that no one else has even come to the house. It's been quiet here. The dogs seem happy, Felix has made himself at home again, and we've just been living our lives like normal.”

      “Do you have any more information about the guy who died?” Eli asked.

      David nodded. “He was a young man named Jimmy Thane. The name’s not familiar to me. Apparently he worked as a locksmith. Does the name ring a bell for either of you?”

      They both shook their heads. “Not in the slightest,” Candice admitted.

      “Maybe it was just a random burglary,” Moira suggested, sighing. “In that case though, it's weird that they didn't take anything else. I suppose it's possible that Maverick chased them out of the house before they could.”

      “I do wonder what happened with the dogs,” Candice said. “Maverick was running around loose, but Keeva was hiding under the bed. Something must've scared them pretty badly. I just wish we'd never gone out that evening.”

      Her mother's face hardened. “You say that, Candice, but I hope you don’t mean it. I'm glad that you went out. I hate to think what might have happened if you'd been there. There's nothing they could take in our house that is more important than you and Eli and your safety. If anything like this happens again, I'd much prefer that you were far away from it.”

      Candice raised her hands in surrender. “Okay, okay. Sorry, you're right, it's good we were gone.”

      She rolled her eyes at her mother, but smiled to show she didn't really mean it. She knew her mother had a point. It was better to be safe, even if it meant the burglars had been able to break-in without anyone stopping them. They traded goodbyes and ended the video call. With a sigh, she turned back to Eli. “This is still bothering me. I’m going to go look around David’s office again. That room was hit the hardest, and I’m convinced whoever broke in wanted something out of there.”

      “You won't even know what's missing if they took anything besides that one file,” Eli pointed out. “You don’t know David's organizational system.”

      “I know,” she said, sighing. “I just want to do something.”

      She returned to David's office and sat in the desk chair, trying to get into the mind of the burglars. Most of the drawers and file cabinets had been opened, with their contents thrown all over. It seemed, at least to her, that the killers were looking for something very specific, since it was obvious the majority of the files had been left behind. She frowned, staring at the desk, which currently held stacks of papers. The file Terry had dropped off had been laying right in the middle of the desk. It would have been one of the very first things that anyone who walked into the room would have seen. They wouldn’t have needed to tear through the rest of the room if that was all they were looking for. They would have found it, left, and that would been the end of it. So why did they throw all the other files around? It made no sense to her, and she couldn’t believe she hadn’t thought of it before.

      She began opening and closing the cabinet drawers at random, wondering if there was something she had somehow missed. She wasn't sure what she was looking for, but like she had told Eli, she wanted to do something, and it wasn't like she was going to make more of a mess then there already was.

      She didn’t find anything unexpected until she opened the very bottom drawer of one of the cabinets by the desk. It was… full. Very neatly stacked and organized folders lining the interior, appearing untouched. She flipped through them quickly and saw that they all had to do with information about the brewery. It made sense, she thought, replacing the folders. If they were looking for something about one of the cases David had worked on, they would have no interest in a recipe for flavored beer. She sighed and straightened up, accidentally bumping her head on the corner of the desk and knocking a paperweight off it. Rubbing her head, she bent down to retrieve it from where it had rolled under the desk. Her fingers brushed against something unexpected. At the feel of paper, she forgot all about the paperweight and instead pulled out a file folder. It was the one Terry had brought over. It must have fallen under the desk when whoever had broken in started throwing things around. She frowned at it, realizing that all of her assumptions about the break-in had been wrong.
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      She carried the folder out to the kitchen, where Eli was starting to get dinner ready. She put the file down on the table and when he turned to see what she was doing, he frowned. “Did you find something?”

      “This is the file that we thought was missing,” she told him. “It had just fallen under the desk.”

      He looked puzzled and concerned. “But then… what did they take?”

      She shook her head. “I don't know. They were definitely looking for something in his office, but I guess it wasn’t this.” She sighed. “I'd better see if Mom and David are still available for a video call. I just want to brainstorm with them for a bit.”

      “Do you want me to join you? The chicken breasts have to get into the oven soon, but I can take a short break.”

      “I’ll just do the call in here. That way you can still be involved while you cook. I’ll help you with dinner afterward.”

      She opened up the video call application was a bit surprised when the call went through. Her mother answered, looking as if she just gotten out of the shower.

      “Is everything all right, sweetie?”

      “I’m fine,” Candice said, understanding that her mother was worried something serious that happened in the short time since they had last spoken. “I just found something interesting.” She picked up the folder. “This is the file that Terry gave us. I found it under the desk. Which means that all of our guesses about the motives of the people who broke in were completely wrong. I suppose David was right after all.”

      Hearing his name, David appeared on the screen, and Candice repeated what she had just said to him.

      He sighed. “I can't say I’m surprised, though I can understand how frustrating it must be. Like I said, there’s really nothing interesting about that file.”

      “Then why was your office the room that they seemed to focus on the most? Did you have anything important in there? Anything at all?”

      “I have no idea,” he admitted. “I didn’t have anything recent in there, that’s for sure. All the active files are kept at the office. Even as far as personal files go, there wasn’t much. Everything important was locked away.”

      “I didn't find any locked file cabinets,” she said, frowning.

      David raised an eyebrow. “Well, there should have been some. They probably could have forced the cabinets open easily enough, though. That metal is not exactly the strongest thing in the world.”

      She shook her head. “I mean, the drawers were all thrown around and stuff, but nothing looked like it was damaged. Eli and I both spent a fair amount of time in there cleaning up. I’m sure we would have noticed if some of the drawers had been forced open.”

      “The man who was killed was a locksmith,” he pointed out. “He could have picked the locks.

      But listen, now that we know for sure that they weren’t after that file, you guys need to be even more careful. If they were looking for something specific and didn’t find it, the second burglar might come back.

      “I hope not,” Candice said, shivering.

      “I've been sleeping pretty lightly ever since it happened,” Eli said. “I’d hear it if someone was trying to break-in. Plus, we’ve got the dogs. They’ll give us enough warning that we can at least lock ourselves in one of the rooms and call the police.”

      Her mother nodded. “That sounds very sensible. Take care of yourselves first.”

      “This whole thing is a mess,” Candice said with a sigh, shaking her head. “We shouldn’t be talking about whether or not we’re going to hide away in a bedroom if burglars come back. We should be talking about your vacation and what we’re having for dinner. Why does this sort of stuff always happen?”

      “Sorry,” David said. “I can’t help but feel like this is somehow my fault, even though I really don’t think we have anything interesting enough in file cabinets to inspire a break. Thanks for calling to tell us about the file, anyway. Oh, have you heard from Theodore yet? He’s supposed to return that key once he’s made a copy. I’ve only got two of them, and I don’t want to have to worry about locking myself out of the brewery when I get back.”

      “I haven't,” Candice said. “He probably doesn’t think there’s any hurry, since you’re not even in the country right now.”

      “That’s probably true,” David admitted. “Thanks for handling everything, Candice.”

      “Yes, thank you, sweetie. We’re planning on spending the rest of the night in our cabin, so feel free to call us if you need anything else.”

      They said their goodbyes and turned their attention back to dinner after ending the call. Eli worked on the chicken breast, while Candice prepared the potatoes for the boiling pot of water. It felt good to be cooking beside him. There wasn't anything much better than making a nice homemade dinner with her husband and settling down for a family meal before spending the rest of the evening doing whatever they wanted. It would have been perfect, if she wasn’t still jittery from the stress of the break-in and murder.

      The chicken breasts were in the oven and the potatoes were bubbling away when a knock sounded at front door. It was a like a bomb had gone off as Maverick and Keeva exploded into barking. Candice winced. None of them had heard the car come up the driveway, not with the radio on and she and Eli carrying on a conversation. With a sigh and a shared glance, she and Eli made their way toward the front of the house.

      Candice peeked out the window next to the front door and was surprised when she saw vaguely familiar woman instead of Theodore, whom she had half been expecting. It was her mother’s new friend, Annabelle. Raising an eyebrow at Eli, wondering if he was as amused and exasperated by all of the unexpected drop ins they had been having as she was, she opened the door. Annabelle blinked, looking shocked to see her.

      “Oh, dear, I was expecting your mother. Is she all right?”

      “She is having a great time,” Candice said. “She's enjoying her cruise in the Caribbean.”

      Annabelle blinked, then slapped hand to her forehead. “That's right, I forgot. I guess she didn’t get my tin of pastries. Did you happen to bring it in, dear? It’s blue with herons on it.”

      Candice had forgotten completely about the pretty little tin that had been sitting by the front door on the night of the murder. She wasn’t exactly sure what had happened to it, and said as much.

      “It had some lovely, fresh-baked pastries in it,” Annabelle said, sounding disappointed. “And I was really hoping to get that tin back.”

      “I’ll go see if I can find it,” Candice said. She stepped aside, meaning to slip back into the house while Eli entertained Annabelle at the doorway, but was surprised when the other woman stepped through the doorway so close behind her that she was almost pushing Candice out of the way. She stomped the snow and slush off her boots and looked around, her eyes seeming to light on every out of place thing in the entranceway. As she turned to take her boots off, Candice met Eli’s eyes and through a series of facial expressions and gestures made it very clear that she wanted him to keep an eye on the woman while she went to find that pastry tin.

      It took a while, but eventually she found it in the kitchen, next to the microwave, where she had completely overlooked it for the past few days. The police must have gone through it, because there were some rather crushed and mushy looking pastries inside. She winced and carried the box out to where Annabelle was chatting with Eli in the entranceway.

      “Here,” she said. “I found it. Sorry, I honestly just forgot about it in all the excitement. I’m sure my mom would have appreciated the gesture, though.”

      Annabelle gave the box a disappointed look. “Well, in the end this is my fault since I forgot she was going be out of town. I just thought it would be a nice little surprise for her. Thanks, dear, for finding the box. When does your mother get back?”

      “In about a week,” Candice told her.

      “I'll try again then,” Annabelle said. She half turned toward the door, then frowned. “Actually, do you mind if I use your restroom before I go?”

      Candice couldn’t say she was super happy that the woman had barged into the house, but she couldn’t think of a polite way to decline, so she nodded. Annabelle obviously knew where the bathroom was, because she made a beeline for it. At the sound of the door shutting, Candice and Eli’s eyes met.

      “I’ve got to say,” Candice said softly. “I think I like Denise and Martha a lot better now, and I already liked them quite a bit. Something about this woman’s sense of over familiarity just rubs me the wrong way.”
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      Candice decided to go back to the kitchen and start mashing the potatoes while Eli waited around for Annabelle to reappear. She had just begun when she heard a soft ringing sound. It was coming from her computer. She blinked, and realized it was a call from her parents. Concerned, she answered it. She hadn’t been expecting a third call with them in such a short period of time.

      “Hey,” she said, seeing her mother and David on the screen. “What's up?”

      “We just wanted to let you know that we managed to talk to someone on the ship who arranged for us to get a flight back in two days,” her mother said. She must have seen Candice about to object, because she shook her head. “We want to come back, sweetie. This is our house that was broken into, and we’re probably just about as worried as you. Don’t worry, we’ll try to enjoy our vacation until then, and Karissa’s going to be bumped up to our double room, so she’s happy.”

      “Well, thanks for letting me know. Sorry you guys didn’t get the relaxing trip you wanted.”

      Her mother smiled. “Actually, it has been pretty nice, all things considered. David has managed to talk me out of being completely stressed the whole time.”

      “It wasn’t very hard,” he said with a smile. “Not when drinks and food are included, and we are practically living in paradise.”

      “I’m glad you guys have had a good time,” Candice said, smiling. “Oh, before I forget, which drawers were locked? If you remember what’s in them, maybe we can see what’s missing.”

      “The bottom three on the cabinet closest to my desk.”

      “What was in them?”

      He shrugged. “Important stuff, but only in the sense that it’s important to me – Social Security information, birth certificates, the deed to the house, that sort of stuff… my gun and ammo, and then a few recipes I came up with for the brewery as well as all of the important documents for that.”

      “Why were you keeping recipes locked away?” she asked.

      “I just hadn't gotten them copyrighted yet,” he said. “I’ve had a few friends and business associates over to the house and didn't want one of them finding the recipes and ‘accidentally’ using it for their own brews.”

      Candice gave a very unladylike snort. “Accidentally?”

      David gave her a grin. “I’m just trying to give people the benefit of the doubt here. Anyway, I can't think of anything that would be important enough for someone to go to all that trouble to steal it. Whoever broke in either was the king of weird coincidences, since his partner was a locksmith, or they asked poor Jimmy to come along specifically due to his skill set.”

      “But if they knew where what they wanted was, then that means it was someone you know. It also raises the question of why they had to tear up the entire house if they were only looking for one specific thing that they knew was in one of those three locked drawers.”

      David looked grim. “You’ve got that right. That’s why we’re coming back. Whoever did this, chances are it was something personal. They may have messed up the house to send a message, or to cover their tracks if what they took would make it obvious who they were.”

      “Oh, your cabin looks lovely.” The sound of the woman’s voice behind Candice made her jump. She had forgotten Annabelle was there. She turned back to the screen to see mother blink in surprise, then give a short wave.

      “Hi, Annabelle. What on earth are you doing there?”

      “I forgot you were going to be out-of-town,” the other woman admitted with a small smile. “I dropped off a box of pastries for you, and dropped by to see if I could have the container back, of course Candice here didn’t know what was in it and they went bad. Sorry, I’ll have to drop off another tin when you get back.”

      “I’m sorry Annabelle, it’s a shame they went to waste.” Moira looked regretful at the loss of the pastries, but also fondly at her friend’s actions. Candice got the feeling that Annabelle’s poor memory was a normal issue for her.

      “I think it was the police sorting through them more than anything that made them go bad,” Candice said. “I’m not sure what they expected to find at the bottom of a box of pastries –” She broke off as the dogs began to bark. It was hard to hold back an exasperated groan. Would people never stop dropping by?

      “I’ve got it,” Eli called, already partially down the hall. A moment later, he said, “It’s Theodore.”

      “He might as well come on in. Tell him we’ve got David and Mom on a video call, if he wants to say hi.”

      She turned back to the conversation to find that Annabelle was asking her mother why on earth police were digging through her pastry tin. She sounded concerned, and Candice realized that if she didn’t know what had been going on, it had probably been a very strange comment on her part. Well, the entire thing was strange, but knowing the whole story helped a little.

      “Sorry, Annabelle, we haven’t actually told anybody about this. We’ve been trying to keep it quiet for Candice’s sake.” Moira began giving her friend a quick rundown of what had happened, her voice tinny through the speakers of the laptop.

      Candice heard footsteps behind her and turned to greet Theodore, who was coming into kitchen. Eli was right behind him and hurried over to the oven with an alarmed look on his face, hurriedly opening it and taking the chicken out.

      “Sorry for barging in,” Theodore said. “I just thought I would return that key like David asked. I’m still using the manuals. One of the machines was acting a bit strangely, but I think I got it working.”

      “Thanks,” Candice said, taking the envelope with the key back from him.

      “Theodore,” David said cheerfully from the screen. “Come over and say hi.”

      “Hello, David,” Theodore said, approaching the table and hovering just behind Annabelle, who had stopped talking to her mother, since it would have been impossible for more than one person to talk clearly through the video call.

      “What’s this I heard about a problem with one of machines at the brewery?”

      Theodore launched into a description of the problem, and Candice tuned him out. There was no way she was going to be able to follow the technical conversation.

      Instead, she turned to Annabelle. With a sigh, she said, “Would you like a cup of coffee?”

      “Thank you, but I’d actually better get going. I’ve got a couple more errands to run. And honestly, the thought of being here, where a man died so recently, it gives me the chills. Moira told me all about what happened. I hope you’re not too scared by it, dear.”

      “It was terrifying when we stumbled across the body, but I think we have managed to recover pretty well,” Candice said.

      She managed to break into the conversation with Theodore and David long enough for Annabelle to say goodbye to her mother. She followed her out to the hall, where the other woman paused to put on her boots. Out of the blue, something occurred to her.

      “I just realized, you were here the night of the break-in,” she said. Shock passed over the woman’s face, and Candice hurried to reassure her. “I don’t mean that you were involved in it, but that evening is when you dropped off the pastry tin. Do you remember seeing anything unusual? We were only gone for a couple of hours, so you had to have stopped by right before the burglars showed up.”

      “I don't really remember anything out of the ordinary,” Annabelle said. “The house was quiet when I got here, other than the dogs of course, who barked when I knocked on the door.” She opened the front door and stepped out onto the porch. “All I did was drop off the pastries and leave when no one answered. I didn’t see anything…” She trailed off, her gaze falling on something in the driveway. “No, I saw that car. I passed it as I was leaving.”

      Candice followed the direction her finger was pointing. Her eyes fell on Theodore’s blue sedan.
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      Candice felt a chill as she looked back into the house, where Theodore was still in the kitchen talking to David and her mother on the computer. She glanced at the woman beside her. Annabelle’s eyes were wide as she looked at the blue sedan and her face had gone pale.

      “It’s probably just a coincidence, right?”

      “I don't know,” Candice said. “But… I don’t want to risk it. I need to find a way to get him out of my house. A way he won’t find suspicious.”

      She blinked, trying to make it all make sense. It was possible that Annabelle was wrong, of course; there were probably plenty of similar looking cars in the area. And besides, what on earth could Theodore want to steal from David badly enough to break into his house? She thought of the file cabinet of locked recipes and information about the brewery, and a bad feeling rose up inside her.

      “Candice, your phone is ringing,” Eli called out from the kitchen. She forced herself to turn around and hurry back inside. Annabelle followed her, and Candice was surprised that she actually felt grateful for the other woman’s company.

      She took her phone from Eli, trying not to look at Theodore, who was still deep in his conversation with David. She glanced at the number and frowned. It was Detective Jefferson. She stepped out of the room to answer the call.

      “Hello, am I speaking with Candice?”

      “This is she,” she said.

      “I just got two calls, one from the security company that owns the security system installed in the brewery and one from one of your neighbors. It appears that the brewery is on fire. We have a fire truck on the way, and I’m heading out there myself. You’re one of the emergency contacts your stepfather put down with the security company, and since as far as I know he and Moira are out of town, you are the one I called.”

      “Thanks,” Candice said distractedly, her mind racing. She looked around, checking to make sure no one from the kitchen was watching her, then walked to the bathroom, where she turned on the faucet to help cover her words as she talked to the detective. “Listen, I think it was arson.” He made a surprised sound, but she hurried on, not wanting him to interrupt. “I just found out that someone spotted Theodore Otto’s car near my parents’ house the night of the break-in. He is also the only one who’s had a key to the building for the last couple of days. I don’t know what’s going on, but I’ve got the feeling he is behind it. He’s been working with David and Karissa at the brewery for the past couple of weeks.”

      “I can send someone out to question him, if you’re that sure,” he said. “I’ll have to run a search, see if I can get his address.”

      “No need,” Candice said, her voice almost a whisper. “He's here.”

      Candice walked into the kitchen, her hands shaking. Her cell phone was gripped in her right hand. Detective Jefferson was still on the line, and according to the plan they had agreed upon, he was going to keep listening while she stalled until he got there to question Theodore. She was glad; she didn’t feel safe with the man in her house.

      “Are you okay?” Eli asked, looking at Candice in concern. She wasn’t surprised that he had noticed something was off. She was terrified. Luckily, she had a very valid excuse.

      “That was Detective Jefferson,” she said, taking a deep breath. She noticed Theodore stiffen. He didn't take his eyes off the screen, though, where Moira was looking annoyed as David sketched something on a piece of paper and held it up to the camera, apparently trying to explain one of the machines in more detail to his friend. “The brewery is on fire.”

      Her words traveled through the room like a shockwave. Theodore and Annabelle looked around at her, and through the computer she could hear her parents say, “What? What did she say?”

      “The brewery is on fire,” Theodore repeated, loudly enough for them to hear through the computer speakers. “How unfortunate. Did they say what happened?”

      “The firetruck is on its way now. I don’t know any details yet.”

      David and her mother started talking at the same time, neither of their voices understandable as they tried to speak over one another. Candice hurried over to the computer. “Detective Jefferson said he would call me once they had the fire under control.” That was a lie; the detective was on his way over to the house right now. Still, someone would call once the fire was under control, and she didn’t want to tip Theodore off that Detective Jefferson was coming to the house. “He asked us to keep our distance until the fire’s safely out, so I think our best bet is to stay here.”

      “We should have come back long before this, the money be darned,” David said, his eyes flashing. “We will be on the next possible flight. I promise. As soon as we land somewhere with an airport, we are heading back home.”

      “Good,” Candice said, no longer wanting to convince her parents to stay on the cruise ship longer. “I don’t know how much more of this I can handle myself.”

      “I told you one of the machines was acting up,” Theodore said. “I hope that’s not what caused the fire. Perhaps there was an electrical fault somewhere.”

      Eli was being strangely quiet. Candice glanced at him and saw that he was frowning at Annabelle, who was acting very strangely indeed. She kept shuffling from foot to foot, glancing alternatively at Theodore and at the front door. Her fingers were clenched tightly around the pastry tin.

      “Are you all right?” Eli asked after a long moment. Candice’s stomach swooped as she realized that him questioning Annabelle could be a recipe for disaster. She didn’t dare try to get his attention and have him stop, though.

      “Me?” Annabelle asked. She blinked, visibly forcing herself to settle down. “I'm fine. Perfectly fine. Why?”

      “You just seem nervous or something.” His frown deepened. “Do you know something about the fire?”

      With the way Annabelle was acting, Candice didn’t blame him for jumping to that conclusion. The woman hid her nerves very poorly.

      “Me?” Annabelle repeated with a squeak. “No. I don't know anything about it.”

      “And what about the break-in?” Eli asked, his eyes narrowing. Theodore had a calculating look on his face, and was staring at Annabelle as well.

      “I don’t know anything,” Annabelle said. It might have been more effective if her voice hadn’t broken halfway through.

      Eli just looked puzzled. He looked between Theodore, Candice, and Annabelle. “I feel like I’m missing something.”

      “You’re not missing anything!” Annabelle said. It came out loud enough to almost be a shout, and she clapped her hand over her mouth.

      “What's going on?” Moira asked from the computer.

      “Nothing, Mom –” Candice began. She never got to finish her sentence, because someone dropped something that clattered across the floor. Candice turned to see what had happened. Theodore had stood up, and if she had to guess, that was what had caused Annabelle to drop the pastry tin. She had her hands clamped over her mouth. She was staring at Theodore with wide, terrified eyes.
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      He looked shocked, at first, by her reaction, but slowly realization dawned over his face. “I'm guessing the gig is up,” he said. “Somehow, between the two of you, you figured out what happened.”

      “What are you talking about?” Eli asked, though Candice was relieved to see that his suspicion now seemed to be turned on Theodore.

      “It was the car,” Annabelle said, her voice shaking. “I saw his car. He was coming here the night of the break-in.”

      The room fell into silence. Eli looked shocked, and Theodore seemed to be digesting the information. She wasn’t sure what her parents were doing; she wasn’t even sure if they could hear them clearly. She didn’t want to focus on the screen when she was waiting to see what Theodore would do. Her cell phone was still clutched in her hand. She hoped Detective Jefferson was listening.

      “The police are on their way,” she said, deciding to pretend to be brave. “You’d better leave.”

      Theodore stared at her for a long moment. She saw something flicker in his eyes. He seemed to be thinking rapidly. “I don’t think I’ll be leaving just yet,” he said.

      “You don't have a choice,” she said. “You leave now, or the police will get here and arrest you.” She didn’t want him to get away, but now that he knew what they knew, she had the feeling that they were all in danger. She would rather the man escape than hurt one of them in retribution.

      He gave her a tight smile, then turned and slammed the laptop shut, ending the video call. “Oh, I’ll be leaving. Just not yet. A couple of weeks ago, David very proudly told me about a new safe he had gotten. I know he was planning on storing some cash in it, in case of emergencies. I’d say this counts as an emergency. Go get it for me.”

      Candice blinked. “Honestly, I have no idea where the safe would be, let alone how to get into it.”

      “In their bedroom closet. It’s biometric, but there’s a password backup. It’s probably something inane and easy to guess like your birthday.” He smirked at her surprise expression. “I did spend an evening rifling through this house, or did you forget?”

      When she hesitated, he pulled a gun out from a concealed holster that had been tucked into his belt. He held it like he knew what he was doing with it. It wasn’t quite aiming at her, but the threat was obvious. His finger was off the trigger, but she knew that could change in a second.

      “Upstairs, now. The two of you, stay down here.” He gestured at Eli and Annabelle. Eli's face was pale, but he caught Candice's eyes and she nodded. She wanted him to do as he was asked… for now.

      Her heart pounding, she made her way upstairs, very aware of the man with the gun behind her. She went to her parents’ bedroom and pulled open the closet doors. She had to move a few clothes aside, but sure enough, there was a small, heavy safe with both a place for someone to place their hand and a number pad. “Start trying to figure out the password,” he said.

      She nodded and crouched down, but the numbers she started to enter were random. She wanted to stall.

      “I have to ask… why? I don't understand why you did any of this.”

      He sighed and leaned back against the bed frame. “Since I plan on making a clean getaway, I suppose it won’t hurt to tell you. I’ve always dreamed of opening a distillery, but it’s very expensive to get started up. The cost of the licensing alone is insane. When I met David and started becoming friends with him, I realized partnering with him might be a good idea. But I never wanted to be second best. When my father passed away I came into some money, enough to get started myself… But by then I’d realized how skilled David is at coming up with new brews. I decided having a distillery alone wasn’t enough for me. I wanted a microbrewery too. And I knew just where to look for some good recipes to get started. So I came up with my plan; steal David’s recipes and wreck his operation so I could get started without competition. When he told me he was going on a cruise with his wife, I knew that would be the perfect time to strike. I got my nephew on board; he was a locksmith and eager for some extra cash. Unfortunately, David failed to mention that you were going to be staying at the house with the dogs.” She looked up and saw that he was glaring down at her as if it had been her fault. “The dogs started barking as soon as we showed up. We decided to break down the door, since picking the lock would take time and by then the neighbors might have been alerted that something was wrong. Once we were inside, my nephew managed to calm them down long enough for us to slip into the office. It didn’t take him long to unlock the drawer, and I took pictures of all of the recipes and notes David had in there.”

      “Then you shot your nephew?” Candice asked, horrified.

      Theodore shook his head, looking pained. “That stupid cat tripped us up. Jimmy stepped on its tail while we were leaving and the cat freaked out. It got the dogs going again and this time that German Shepherd of yours seemed to mean business. We decided to make a run for it, but that giant black beast wasn't letting up. He was nipping and biting at us as we tried to run out of the house. I shot at him, but I hit Jimmy instead.” He closed his eyes for a moment, as if in pain, then snapped them open again. “At least the gunshot scared the dogs off.”

      “You set the fire too, didn’t you?”

      He gave a curt nod. “I used paper to block the vents and set up a short fuse with some pure alcohol as well. I was hoping that the evidence would get burned up in the resulting fire and no one would be able to point fingers at me, but my bad luck seems to have held. It would have been perfect. With David’s microbrewery destroyed, and with his recipes on my phone, I would’ve been able to start my own business with next to no competition. But now, I’m going to have to start over somewhere else.” He shifted, pointing the gun at her. “Now, do you have the safe open yet? My time is running short.”

      Candice had to guess a few times once she started working on the safe in earnest, but eventually landed on her parents wedding date. The code opened the safe. There was some cash and jewelry inside, and Theodore pushed her aside to shove everything into his pockets.

      “Thanks for your help. I won’t be seeing you again.”

      He strode over to the bedroom door and opened it, only to be met by a face full of what looked like… mashed potatoes?

      Candice jumped up when the gun went flying across the floor as he began scraping at the steaming potatoes that were coating his skin. In the same moment, Eli tackled him around the middle and dragged him to the floor. Behind them, Annabelle dropped the now empty pot that had held the mashed potatoes to the ground and hurried forward, a cord in her hands. Candice managed to grab the gun, then backed up, not wanting to get in the way of what seemed to be a coordinated attack on Theodore. Eli and Annabelle managed to get the potato covered man tied up with the cord, then the three of them traded looks. It was hard to believe it was really over.
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      Four perfect chicken pot pies were steaming on the counter. The scent rising from them made Candice's stomach growl, but she did her best to ignore it. Any moment now, her parents would be home, and she wanted everything to be perfect.

      She had asked Allison to cover her shift for the day so she could make sure her parents’ house was in tip-top shape for them. It was a welcome break from the hectic activity of the day before, which had gone by in a flurry of questioning at the police station and a tour of David’s somewhat singed brewery.

      When the dogs started barking, it was with a different tone then they’d had when other guests arrived, and she could tell by the excited sounds the animals were making that her parents had just pulled into the driveway. She hurried toward the front door and pulled it open, hurrying out to help them bring their bags in. Eli was close behind her.

      After pausing to pet the dogs, Moira rushed forward to hug her daughter. “I'm so glad you're all right,” she said. “These past two days have been the most stressful of my life. I hated not being here for you.”

      “Everything's fine, Mom,” Candice said, squeezing the other woman tightly before pulling away. “We’ve got dinner ready, so I hope you’re hungry.”

      Once the suitcases had been stored in the master bedroom, the four of them made their way to the kitchen, where the pot pies were waiting, along with a green salad and homemade bread, which Eli was very proud of.

      “It smells great,” David said. “This is nice to come home to; we were thinking we were going to have to get pizza for dinner.”

      “We wanted to do something nice to make up for everything that happened.”

      “None of it was your fault,” her mother said. “You don't have to make up for it. If anything, we should be the ones making up for leaving you with all of this mess. “

      “You couldn’t have known what was going to happen,” Candice said, shrugging. “And you deserved a nice vacation.”

      They sat around the table and began to eat. A few bites in, Moira spoke up again. “How are the both of you really doing? Dealing with the break-in, the murder, and the fire can’t have been easy.”

      “It was terrifying,” Candice admitted, putting her fork down. “But thanks to Eli and Annabelle, it turned out all right. I still can’t believe it was all Annabelle’s plan. She really came through in the end. I’ve got to admit, I didn’t like her much at first, but she has grown on me.”

      Moira smiled. “She can be overwhelming at first, but she's got a good heart. I’m glad she was there to help you guys.”

      “I want to do something to thank her.” Candice smiled. “Maybe sending her some pastries would be nice.”

      All four of them chuckled at that, then returned to their meal. It had been a busy couple of weeks, but this meal with her family was helping Candice relax at last. It was over. The people she cared about the most were safe. As far she was concerned, things had turned out all right.
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      I’d love to hear your thoughts on my books, the storylines, and anything else that you’d like to comment on—reader feedback is very important to me. My contact information, along with some other helpful links, is listed on the next page. If you’d like to be on my list of “folks to contact” with updates, release and sales notifications, etc.… just shoot me an email and let me know. Thanks for reading!

      Also…

      … if you’re looking for more great reads, Summer Prescott Books publishes several popular series by outstanding Cozy Mystery authors.
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      Twitter: @summerprescott1

      Bookbub:  https://www.bookbub.com/authors/summer-prescott

      Blog and Book Catalog: http://summerprescottbooks.com

      Email: summer.prescott.cozies@gmail.com

      YouTube:  https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCngKNUkDdWuQ5k7-Vkfrp6A

      

      And…be sure to check out the Summer Prescott Cozy Mysteries fan page and Summer Prescott Books Publishing Page on Facebook – let’s be friends!

      

      To download a free book, and sign up for our fun and exciting newsletter, which will give you opportunities to win prizes and swag, enter contests, and be the first to know about New Releases, click here:  http://summerprescottbooks.com
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