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CHAPTER ONE
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My feet pounded on the beach near the water, where the sand was firm. The tide line was still visible from where high tide peaked hours earlier. In my opinion, this was the best place to run. Not the loose sand that bogged a person down, and not the wet area that stuck to your shoes and slowed progress. Yep, if you decided to run, this was the place.

Orange, purple, and gray streaks stretched across the horizon. Puddles mirrored the white clouds floating in the morning sky. A recreational boat zoomed by. If they’d been out fishing all night, it would’ve been cold. The wind had a cool bite on this first Monday morning in March.

Perspiration beaded my hairline despite the briskness. How had Marc Williams persuaded me to take up running? The man had a way of convincing me to make healthy choices, so I shouldn’t complain.

For years, I’d been Andi Grace Scott, lover of Cokes, coffee, and chocolate. Fast food was my favorite kind of supper. I knew how to prepare simple meals, such as hot dogs or grilled cheese sandwiches. I could even toss a salad. Marc focused on healthier options and had been pestering me to eat better and do cardio. Walking dogs and solving murders wasn’t good enough, not that I planned to investigate any more crimes.

I breathed in through my nose and out my mouth and tried to ignore the stitch in my side. The muscles in my calves tightened. Maybe ignoring the pain would keep the leg cramps at bay.

If I complained, Marc would argue I should’ve drunk more water and stretched longer. As an attorney, Marc knew how to present his case effectively. He’d be right, of course. My pre-run time had been spent savoring my first cup of coffee. I’d never give up my morning cup of java.

Sand stuck to my damp legs, but I kept running.

Marc slowed his pace to match mine, and his dog Chubb ran at his side. “You’re doing great, Andi Grace.”

“How’d you talk me into running so early? I’ve got a ton to do this week and need to focus on business.” The morning’s beauty made it impossible to be grumpy. The company wasn’t bad either. “But it’s an amazing view.”

“True.” Marc usually took things in stride.

I gulped for air but didn’t stop. My German shepherd, Sunny, ran at my side with her ears perked up like little radars. Her head turned from side to side, watching for danger or surprises like a wandering ghost crab or a cannonball jellyfish. “What do you have on your schedule today?”

“I’ve got a contract dispute this morning and two new clients this afternoon. How about you?” His words flowed with ease, and he didn’t appear a bit winded.

“Can’t talk.” Pain stabbed below my ribs, and I slowed while clutching my side.

“Okay, I’ll talk. Since your old boyfriend, Danny Nichols, decided to run for state representative, he’s been a doozy to deal with.” Marc’s fists clenched at chest level instead of their normal relaxed position and gentle swing. “Do you suppose he got wind we started dating and is gunning for me for personal reasons?”

“Danny doesn’t care one bit about me.” I huffed. Interesting to see Marc frustrated by Danny.

“He and his family decided to drop their fight with you over Peter’s will. He may care more than you suspect.”

A solid black cat sitting on a beach house’s wooden walkway scratched behind its ear. I tensed, expecting chaos, but the dogs were focused on the water and sand and never noticed the feline.

Chubb chased the water as it came onto land and rolled back to sea. The golden retriever was almost a year old. He was lots of fun and bright as a tack, but he hadn’t matured. Chubb made me laugh, while Sunny made me feel loved and protected. My German shepherd had appeared at my house over twelve years earlier and had never left me. Her maturity and loyalty were stellar. I loved both dogs. In fact, I’d never met a dog I didn’t like.

Sunny barked and sprinted to the beach groin ahead of us. So much for maturity. I pointed. “Marc, did you see that? She never runs off without permission.”

“Yeah, she’s supposed to exert a positive influence on Chubb.” He laughed.

“I know.” Uneasiness settled over my shoulders. The air grew still—another odd thing for a March morning on the coast of South Carolina.

“Maybe she’s reliving her youth. Hanging out with Chubb might not be a good thing for her. He often leaves me on a whim.”

I shifted into a run until I reached the rigid rock structure a few hundred yards away. The rock groin had been engineered to trap sand and prevent beach erosion. Instead of sand, the structure had prevented something larger from drifting away.

Sunny stood over a woman’s body. Layers of clothes. All wet. No movement. My feet halted their movement. My lungs froze. No. It couldn’t be happening again, but the coloring and texture of the woman’s skin warned me she wasn’t alive. “It’s the cat lady.” My words came out in a whisper, my mouth suddenly dry.

“Aw, man.” Marc yanked off his ball cap and ran a hand through his thick blond hair. “Tabby Malkin was one of my first clients at the law firm. I know people around here think she’s strange, but she’s a real sweetheart. Even though I was a stranger to Tabby, she trusted me to handle her affairs.” Marc removed his phone from the pocket of his mid-thigh running shorts. “I’ll call the sheriff.”

Sunny paced and then lay down beside Tabby on the beach. Her ears perked up.

I stooped to check for the woman’s pulse, in case she was alive, then I stopped. Sightless eyes looked skyward, unable to distinguish a white seagull from a brown pelican. What was the last thing she’d seen? One of her beloved cats? Tears welled in my eyes. Locals had nicknamed Tabby the cat lady because she walked the beaches and island streets with two bowls, a jug of milk, and cat kibble. If she spied a feral cat, she fed it. The woman hadn’t lived in the area for long, but in a small town, it didn’t take long to get noticed. I’d never taken time to ask if Tabby was her real name or if she’d started calling herself Tabby because she loved cats. Although maybe her love of cats came because she’d been named Tabby.

There’d be no more opportunities to ask her now. A tear slipped down my face, and I shrugged it away.

The sight of the poor woman led my thoughts to murder. Was it because I’d been confronted with two murders in the past year? Whatever the reason, I didn’t believe her death was an accident.

Tabby’s body was sandy and wet but not bloated, making me think she’d been killed on the beach. Moisture in the air might have contributed to some of the wetness, but more likely the tide had washed over her body. This far up on the beach probably prevented the body from washing out to sea.

A glimpse in front and behind me proved we stood near the meandering high tide line. Little bits of driftwood, drying seaweed, and scattered shells marked how high the ocean had come on land.

I wrapped my arms around my stomach. There were no apparent gunshot wounds, at least not on the front of her body. What had happened to Tabby? Had she tripped and hit her head on the boulders making up the beach’s protective structure?

Tabby wore baggy black sweatpants, a gray T-shirt, and a long-sleeved denim button-up. The shirt was torn at the shoulder. A black high-top Converse sneaker covered one foot, but the other foot was bare.

Chubb barked and jumped over the short end of the rock groin near the sand dune. His long legs aided his quick departure.

Marc cupped his hands around his mouth. “Chubb! Come back.”

I sighed. “You’d better go after him. I’ll stay with Tabby.” The stitch in my side eased, but the dead woman hurt my soul. We had something in common. Both of us loved animals. She focused on cats, providing food and milk to the felines on the island while allowing them to be free. Canines claimed my attention. If I found a dog, I always matched him with an owner. Different animals, different methods, but we both loved the abandoned animals around Heyward Beach. My throat grew tight.

“Sure you don’t mind?”

“Go.” It was the only word I could squeeze out.

Marc ran after his dog while holding the phone to his ear.

I couldn’t peer at the woman any longer, so I turned my focus toward Marc and his dog. Chubb stopped along a sand dune and dug with his front paws. Sand flew through the air. Marc backed away and spoke into the phone. The golden retriever continued his mission until Marc snapped the leash on Chubb’s harness and led him back to me.

Three cigarette butts floated in a sandy tidal pool a few feet from Tabby’s head. I’d never seen the woman smoke, but some people hid the fact.

Sirens wailed from the west while waves pounded the shore.

Sunny stood and approached me, stopping to stand by my side.

I rubbed her back. “Oh, girl, I’m so sorry you had to see Tabby like this.” It wasn’t the first time I’d come across a dead body, but my German shepherd hadn’t been around when I found Peter Roth or Corey Lane. “It sure doesn’t get any easier.”

Marc and Chubb joined us near the groin, where Tabby lay.

Marc raised his eyebrows. With one hand, he held the phone, and the leash was in his other hand. “Are you okay?”

My mouth quivered. “Yeah. Did you ever see Tabby smoke?”

“She wasn’t a smoker. After her accident in Dallas, she became obsessed with her health.”

Whoop. Whoop. Tires screeched, and the siren ended.

Sheriff Wade Stone and Deputy David Wayne ran to us from the nearest public entrance.

Marc reported their appearance to the emergency operator, then disconnected and slid the phone into the pocket of his running shorts.

Chubb threw his head back and howled.

“Quiet, boy.” Marc knelt and wrapped his arms around Chubb.

David reached us first, glanced at the corpse, and turned his attention to Marc and me. “Did you touch anything?”

“I’ve learned my lesson.” I raised my hands and stepped back.

The sheriff stopped beside his deputy. “Call the coroner and cordon off the area, David.”

“Yes, sir.”

Marc stood and turned his hat backward. “Wade, I’ve got to be in court this morning. Can we give you our statements soon, or should I try to contact the judge?”

The sheriff dug a little notepad out of his shirt pocket. “Consider this a preliminary interview, but I need to speak to each of you separately. I may have more questions later. Who first?”

“Andi Grace, you go ahead.” Marc reached for Sunny’s leash and attached it to her harness.

Every day, I made numerous decisions about my life and business. For years, I’d stood on my own two feet, but when it came to the law, I appreciated Marc’s support.

The sheriff had grown up in the area and even attended high school with me. Still, I didn’t want to give him a reason to arrest me. Wade clicked his pen. “Andi Grace, tell me what happened.”

I took a deep breath and silently counted to ten in French as I exhaled. What details could I report? “There’s not a lot to tell. Marc and I were running with the dogs, and we found Tabby’s body. End of story. Where’s your Toughbook?” After two murders in Heyward Beach, I’d discovered the sheriff liked to use his small computer when solving crimes.

“At the office. It’s too sandy out here to risk destroying the thing. Is there anything else you remember?”

“We passed a few other runners, but they were dressed in athletic gear. Nobody looked suspicious. There was a boat out on the water.” I crossed my arms. “I feel like Tabby might have been killed on the beach. I’ve been watching crime shows, and her body isn’t bloated. Dirty, yes, but not ruined by the salt water. Although I do think the tide reached her body.”

Wade shook his head. “You’re not investigating Tabby’s death, but, for kicks, explain your theory to me.”

“I didn’t spot blood on the stones, and one shoe is missing.” I pointed to the structure designed to protect the shore from erosion and to trap sand. Not ensnare dead bodies. “It’d be easy to imagine she slipped and struck her head on the boulders, but maybe she was killed in the sand. It’s possible her body drifted to the groin and stopped there, or she could’ve been dragged, so we’d believe she’d fallen. Depending on when she was killed, the tide would wash away the drag marks and footprints.”

“Duly noted. Do you need to tell me anything else?”

I racked my brain but came up empty. “No, that’s all.”

“Good. I want to make sure we’re on the same page. We’ll investigate Tabby Malkin’s death, meaning we’ll decide if it was an accident or murder.” He pointed his pencil at me. “Are we clear?”

“Yes.” I wouldn’t argue and try to defend my past actions. “You’re the sheriff, and your department plans to solve the murder.”

“First, we’ll determine how she died.” He ran a hand over his face. “I’ll talk to Marc now.”

I jogged to where Marc stood near the water, accompanied by the dogs. Sunny and Chubb stood obediently on each side of his body, with eyes fixed on the crime scene. I rubbed each one on the head. “Marc, it’s your turn to answer questions. I’ll take the dogs.”

Marc handed over the leashes. “Stay close.”

“Why?” My voice squeaked.

“I know the place will soon be crawling with law enforcement, but stay alert. If Tabby was murdered, the killer could be lurking behind the dunes or on rental property along the beach.”

“Okay. We’ll be right around here.” Aha, so I wasn’t the only person suspicious about Tabby’s death. I’d much rather it be natural causes, but the churning deep in my belly told me something different.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER TWO
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After I finished walking the dogs on my morning dog walking schedule, I entered Daily Java. It’d become my favorite coffee shop. Originally a bakery, they still carried baked goods as well as sandwiches, salads, and healthy options like smoothies.

“Good morning, Andi Grace.” Erin Lane, a friend of mine and the owner, slid a tray of fluffy, golden croissants with chocolate drizzled on them into a display case.

“Morning, Erin. Those look delicious.” Erin’s husband had been murdered a couple of months earlier, and I’d been the one to find the body. She’d suspected my brother of killing Corey, and our friendship took a hit until the real murderer was caught. We were slowly getting back to a comfortable relationship.

“My grandmother’s recipe.” She wiped her hands on the pretty, flowered apron.

“No doubt it’s a recipe she learned when she spent time in France. How are you doing?”

“I’m making it. My family is around and providing lots of support. I’m also learning to lean on God instead of money and my family’s reputation.” She gave me a lopsided smile. “Goodness, too much information. Sorry. What can I get you? I just took a fresh batch of cinnamon apple muffins out of the oven. It’s a new recipe with natural sweeteners. How about one to go with your coffee?”

“It sounds delicious.” I paid, stuffed a tip into the appropriate jar, and moved to a table in the back. After getting settled into a seat, I checked my phone for text messages.

“Andi Grace, hey, how are ya?” Hannah Cummings’s nice pumps clicked on the floor, and she pointed to the empty chair across from me. “May I?”

I nodded. “Sure. How’s your campaign going? Should I go ahead and address you as State Representative Cummings?”

She leaned close and lowered her voice. “I’m glad I’m not running for sheriff or mayor with the high crime rate. Specifically, murders. I heard you found another body this morning.”

“Whoa, news travels fast. It’s true, but how did you hear?” I broke eye contact at the sight of movement. “Wait. Erin’s coming over.”

Erin carried a tray with two mugs of coffee and two muffins. “Here you go. Let me know if you can use a refill.”

“Thanks, Erin. You know I’ll want a refill.” I’d pay for it instead of mooching because running your own business took courage and money.

After she left us, Hannah broke open her muffin and slathered butter on it. “I was at the courthouse with Daddy this morning. Sheriff Stone was talking to Marc Williams. That’s your boyfriend, right?” Her southern drawl made me smile.

“We haven’t put a label on our relationship, but he was due in court this morning.” I stirred cream and sugar into my coffee and avoided eye contact. “Maybe you caught him during a break.”

“Oh, I understand. You’re dating him, but it’s not exclusive.”

I stopped stirring. “Have you seen Marc dating somebody else?”

Hannah’s eyes widened. “No, honey. That’s not what I meant.”

“Do you want to date Marc?” Why wouldn’t she want to go out with him? He was handsome and kind. Smart, talented, and funny. Who wouldn’t want to date the man?

Hannah’s cheeks reddened, and her mouth turned down. “Oh, dear. I’m not interested in Marc. My hands are full with the election, but even if my days were carefree, I’d never move in on a friend’s man.”

“I appreciate that.” Interesting. She considered us friends. Not just business associates. I buttered my muffin and took a bite of it. Moist apples mixed with just enough cinnamon to be perfect. “Umm, this is delicious.”

“I agree. It’s definitely worth the calories.”

I grinned and wiped my sticky fingers on the napkin. “Did Wade tell you about Tabby?”

“To be honest, I overheard part of their conversation. Then Danny Nichols interrupted, and there wasn’t anything else to hear. Oops, Dan. As in Dan the man. It’s his slogan. I’ve never heard one person call him anything except Danny.” She wrinkled her nose.

“You’re right. He grew up here, and it’ll be hard for folks to call him Dan.” I sipped my java. “My guess is he’ll run against you with everything he’s got. Why’d you decide to run in our district?”

“You know Daddy’s a businessman and travels around the Low Country a lot. Our home was in Georgetown. My grandparents always invited us to spend the summer at Heyward Beach, and I fell in love with the place at a young age. I even lived with my grandparents for a couple of years right after college.” Her face relaxed, and her lips eased into a smile.

“Why don’t you live here now?” I took another bite of the muffin.

“Excellent question. I own a gift shop in Georgetown and run an online business. Until recently, I thought living there was the smart business move.”

“But?”

Her eyes twinkled. “You inspired me, Andi Grace. I noticed you live on the island, even though you run your B&B and doggie day care in the country at the old Kennady Plantation. I decided to buy my grandparents’ old beach house. Technically, it’s located on the creek, but it’s on the island.”

“Hey, I refer to my home as a beach house even though I’m not oceanfront either. How exciting to know we’ll be neighbors.” I straightened in my seat and explained to Hannah where I lived. Heyward Beach didn’t have neighborhoods. We had a few shops, the creek that separated the island from the mainland, northern and southern points, the pier, and streets of homes where people lived.

“Thanks. It’s going to be a challenging year, given the upcoming election. One advantage I have is that nobody in my party is running against me. Dan will have to win his primary before the general election in November.” She drank her coffee. “Since you’ve lived here so long, is there anything you can tell me about Dan?”

I choked on my muffin. Gasping for air, tears filled my eyes, and my nose ran. So embarrassing.

Hannah thumped my back. “Andi Grace, are you okay? Do you need water?”

I shook my head but continued to hack up a lung. It took a few moments before I could speak. I wiped tears away with the scratchy white paper napkin. “Sorry about that,” I wheezed.

“I should apologize. I’m sorry if my question about Dan upset you.”

“I got over Danny years ago. Here’s the short version of our history. Danny and I started liking each other in middle school. We dated in high school. He’s a couple of years older than I am and attended the University of Georgia. The plan was for me to join him there when I graduated. The summer between high school and college, my parents died in a car wreck. I’m the oldest of three kids and couldn’t let my siblings go into the foster care program.”

Hannah patted my hand. “What’d you do?”

“I stayed here and raised them. Danny dumped me. He graduated and went to law school. Worked in Atlanta. Came back to Heyward Beach about the time his uncle died. His uncle, Peter Roth, and I had become friends. Your dad and Peter were friends. Peter left me the land, and I believe you know the rest of the story.”

“I’ve heard parts, but thank you for sharing with me.”

My phone chirped a thirty-minute warning for an appointment I’d scheduled. “Let me know when you get settled into your new home. Or I can help you move, but right now I’ve got to run to meet a young couple at Stay and Play. They want me to teach them how to train their puppy.”

Hannah sighed. “I’d like to have a dog one day. Maybe after the election.”

“I’ll be happy to help you find the right dog.” I gathered my belongings.

Hannah said, “Thanks for spending time with me this morning. If you think of any tips to help my campaign against Dan the man, please let me know.”

“You’re going to give him a run for his money. If I think of anything to help, I’ll be in touch. Have a great day, Hannah.” I left her with a wave, paid for a mocha latte to take with me, and drove to the plantation with only a quick stop to pick up Sunny from my house.

According to Hannah, Wade had questioned Marc at the courthouse. Why so soon? It’d only been a couple of hours since we left him at the beach. If they were discussing Tabby’s death, it must be suspicious.

I parked in the shade of an oak tree near my barn. Sunny snoozed in the back of my Suburban, and there was no sign of the couple I was supposed to meet for dog training—perfect time to start making notes on Tabby’s death.

I hopped out and sat in an Adirondack near my SUV while waiting for my clients to arrive. Sunny snoozed by my feet. The older she got, the more she napped. Finding a dead body had probably zapped her energy for the day, and I didn’t disturb her rest.

Instead, I used my phone app to research the murder victim we’d found on our run. Information outside of town gossip was needed.

Tabby Malkin had moved to Heyward Beach from Dallas, Texas. Like me, she loved the town. She’d been an emergency room nurse at one of the biggest hospitals in Dallas until she slipped in a puddle of water at the nurses’ station. The fall caused a brain injury and ended her career. The hospital paid all of her expenses, and after months of rehab, Tabby moved to the coast.

A minivan pulled around the plantation house, which served as the bed and breakfast. The driver parked next to my vehicle. I got up and tossed my notepad into the passenger seat, then grabbed my bag of dog treats before moving to greet the couple. Sunny followed me in slow motion.

Dylan King jogged to me from the barn. “Hey, boss.” He stuffed his hands in his front pockets and avoided eye contact.

“I thought you were working with Griffin on the old kitchen renovation.” I’d been trying to give Dylan a shot at living an honest life. He’d gotten into trouble in the past, and I couldn’t risk him relapsing while working for me. People and dogs depended on me to provide a safe environment when they came onto my property.

“I took an early lunch break. Do you need help before I go back to Griffin?” Dylan stopped fidgeting and met my gaze.

“Would you take Sunny to the play area inside the barn? I need to meet this couple about dog training.” I pointed to the van, where a female stood at the back of the vehicle with the door wide open.

A black Labrador retriever jumped out, circled the woman’s legs, and the woman fell to the ground with a soft thump.

I turned to face Dylan, hoping the woman wouldn’t know I’d seen her fall. “Poor thing.”

“Dude. It looks like you’ve got your work cut out for you.” Dylan’s eyes twinkled. “I’ll get Sunny settled inside and return to helping Griffin. You should come by and see the place. Soon nobody will know the building was the old kitchen years ago.”

I rubbed Sunny’s head. “Thanks.”

“If you go into the dog barn, I left the TV on in my apartment. Don’t be alarmed if you hear any sounds.” Again, he avoided eye contact.

“Okay, but if I ever hear sounds, I’d call or text you first. I’d never barge inside.” His place was inside the barn, but a little distance from the dog training areas. I turned on my heel and headed to the woman, who’d barely gotten the lab under control. “Hi, I’m Andi Grace Scott.”

“We’re having a typical morning. A young dog plus a clumsy owner leads to multiple accidents. I’m so ready to start working with you.” Her thick red hair was secured in a messy bun, and there was a stain on her jeans like a dog print.

“I know dog training will help. Is your husband with you?”

“No. He had to go to work at the last minute. He’s a pharmacist, and his partner got strep throat.” She struggled with the dog. “I’m Violet Seitz, and this is Yoyo.”

I giggled. “Yoyo? Really?”

Violet shrugged. “Yeah, he’s all over the place. Up and down. Back and forth. Inside and outside. If Yoyo is in the house, he wants to be out, and vice versa. I’m desperate for help, and Erin at the coffee shop recommended you.”

“Training a dog is as much about training you. Let’s begin with sit and come. We’ll reward him with affection and treats.”

“Sounds good.”

“At our next lesson, we’ll move on to down, stay, and leave it. Don’t get discouraged, though, because it’ll take a few weeks.”

We spent the next hour practicing the commands sit and come. We rewarded Yoyo when he obeyed, and before I knew it, our time was over. I walked Violet to her minivan. “That was a good first lesson. Practice what we discussed and don’t forget, you’re in charge.”

Violet shook a finger at her lab. “You hear that, boy? I’m the boss.”

“Same time next week?” I smiled.

Her eyes grew wide. “Uh, how about another lesson this week? I’m off on Thursday.”

I pulled out my phone and checked my schedule. “Looks good. Eleven?”

A lock of thick red hair fell forward, and she shouldered it away as she reached down to lift her puppy.

I lunged forward. “Stop, Violet. Yoyo is big enough to get into the van by himself. May I?”

She released the dog and stepped back. “Go for it.”

I patted the inside of the van. “Yoyo, come.”

He cocked his head.

“Wait a minute.” I ran to the dog barn and got Sunny. We hurried to the van. “Maybe if Yoyo watches Sunny, he’ll be more secure to try it. Sunny, come.” I patted the van’s flat-load floor.

My German shepherd hopped into the back of the vehicle.

“Good, girl. Now down.” Sunny leapt out, and I tapped the van’s floor again. “Yoyo, come.”

Nothing.

“Let’s try with Sunny again.” We repeated the process three more times. Sunny acted while Yoyo watched. “One more time. Yoyo, come.”

The lab hopped into the vehicle and looked at me expectantly.

“Good, boy.” I passed him a treat and pointed to his travel kennel. “Get in the crate. Crate.”

He entered the expensive travel kennel and turned in a circle until he faced me.

“Good boy, Yoyo. Here’s your treat.” I gave him a dog bone and secured the door.

Violet clapped. “You’re amazing. I wish he’d obey me.”

I smiled at Violet. “He will. Be consistent. Reward him for good behavior. Call his travel and home kennel the same thing.”

Her eyes widened. “That makes sense. We’ll say crate like you did.”

“Part of loving your puppy is to teach him to be obedient.”

Yoyo barked.

“Guess that’s my cue to go.” Violet lowered the hatchback and moved toward the driver’s door. “I’ll see you Thursday.”

I waited with Sunny at my side as Violet drove around the main house and disappeared into the woods lining my driveway. My plantation sat between River Road and the Waccamaw River. I’d inherited the place the previous year. Instead of living on the plantation, I’d decided to convert it into a bed and breakfast as well as a doggie day care. The main house had been tweaked to work as an inn. Guests stayed in the many rooms and ate breakfast on the first floor.

My best friend, Juliet Reed, ran the bed and breakfast, and we were planning an expansion in hopes we’d turn a profit. Juliet’s brother, Griffin, was a contractor renovating the building, formerly known as the old kitchen, into additional guest rooms. Dylan had experience in building homes and helped Griffin most days, in addition to assisting with my dog business. At Stay and Play, I provided training, daycare, and boarding services. My next two projects were to add dog grooming and a shelter for strays.

When the land was a thriving rice plantation, meals were prepared in a separate building, and there was living space for the enslaved people. If the place were to catch on fire, the main house would likely survive. I walked to the structure and stopped in front of the door. “Griffin? Dylan?”

Sunny wandered to a shady spot near the brick building and plopped down.

The building had undergone numerous transformations over the years and even served as an art studio for one of its previous owners. There was also a rumor that the old kitchen had been part of the underground railroad for runaway slaves, but I hadn’t found evidence to prove the theory. Secret markings and small hidden spaces gave me hope it was true, though.

In the distance, a siren wailed. River Road was only two lanes, but it wasn’t narrow. Still, there were occasional car accidents.

Griffin’s clomping footsteps sounded before he appeared in the yard. “I’m glad you stopped by. We framed the upstairs and were able to create a little reading nook on the landing between the bedrooms. Come on.”

I followed him to the central doorway. On the first floor, he’d framed out two guest suites and a sitting area, where we’d keep light refreshments. We climbed the stairs and stopped at the second-floor landing.

With his clipboard, Griffin pointed to the space across from us. “Between the shared bathroom and the bigger guest room, there’s enough space for a reading nook.”

It didn’t take much for me to imagine a comfy chair or a cushioned bench with a lamp and a small shelf filled with books by local authors. “I like it. And if a family rents the entire top floor, it opens this area up as a small gathering place. Very nice.”

Dylan joined us from the smaller of the two upper guest rooms. “Closet is framed out.”

Griffin flipped through the pages on his clipboard. “Good job. The drywall needs to be hung and mudded. Dylan, are you able to assist with that, or should I hire more men?”

Dylan’s eyebrows rose, and he turned his attention to me. “Boss?”

“I’ll handle Stay and Play. I might offer my dog walking clients a free day of doggie day care to keep me from running back and forth so much. You can work with Griffin.”

“Yes, ma’am. Yes, ma’am.”

The wailing siren grew louder.

I looked at the guys where we stood in the open area at the top of the steps. “What in the world? I thought there might be a wreck on the road, but it sounds like the vehicle is coming this way.”

Dylan shoved past us, ran down the stairs, and raced out of the building.

My stomach knotted. “Griffin, do you know what’s going on with Dylan?”

He tapped his foot. “He was late to work. Said he had to help a friend. Then he took an early lunch break.”

“It’s strange how he flew out of here when he realized the sheriff might be coming onto my property. I hope he hasn’t done something stupid.” I rubbed the back of my neck.

Griffin gave me a hard look. “Dylan’s a hard worker, and before today, he’s never given me a problem. I think you should trust him.”

“Okay, but let me know if he becomes a problem.” I followed Griffin down the stairs. “We need to name this building something besides the old kitchen.”

Griffin held the door for me. “How about calling it the guest house?”

“Don’t you think that’s a little prosaic?” I glanced at the much bigger main house. Pulling up to the front was a sheriff’s SUV. The siren blipped to a stop.

“That can’t be good.” Frustration laced Griffin’s tone.

“Maybe it’s Wade. Marc and I found Tabby Malkin dead on the beach this morning.” I walked toward the official vehicle, and Sunny joined me.

“You what? Wait, should I call Marc?”

I glanced back at him. “Only if they take me away in handcuffs.”
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I reached the front porch of the main house. Wade and Juliet were in deep conversation.

I climbed the steps. “Hey, there. What’s going on?”

The corners of Juliet’s mouth lowered. “Wade just told me you found another body this morning.”

“I planned to tell you after the dog training appointment, but I ended up checking on the construction at the old kitchen first.” I made a mental note to tell Juliet immediately after I found another dead body. If I ever saw a body again, which I hoped wouldn’t happen.

“You should have alerted me when it happened. I could’ve helped.” She wrung her hands.

“Marc and the dogs were with me.” I raised both hands in surrender. “I had plenty of protection.”

“Fine. I’m glad you’re safe.” Her glum expression told me she wasn’t okay with the situation.

“Juliet, I’m sorry for leaving you out.” I turned to the sheriff. “Wade, why are you here?”

“I need to ask some questions.” He wore a grayish shirt, black slacks, and a ball cap with the sheriff’s logo on it.

My pulse accelerated. “I barely knew Tabby. Y’all can’t think I had anything to do with her death.”

“Calm down, Andi Grace. I’m actually here to speak to Dylan.” He swiped a hand over his face. “My questions are for Dylan. Not you.”

“Why?” I’d suspected Dylan was up to something. “I doubt he knows Tabby. They’ve got nothing in common.”

“I’m pretty sure you’re wrong. Have you met Kylie Black?” He pinched his lips together.

I was clueless. “No. Who is she?”

Juliet placed her hand over her chest. “She’s a friend of Dylan’s. They met kayaking on the marsh one day.”

“Looks like we’re both keeping secrets.” I touched my friend’s arm. “How did you meet her?”

“Kylie showed up with pizza last week and wasn’t sure where to find Dylan. She said it was a way to thank him for replacing the tire on her bike. She’s the athletic sort.”

“She’s also Tabby’s paid companion.” Wade’s mouth dropped open. “That came out wrong. Tabby’s daughter, Susan Rochester, hired Kylie Black to be a caretaker for her mother. Tabby had seizures after her accident in Texas. My understanding is that Kylie was hired to drive Tabby around and run errands with the woman. Because of the health issues, Susan wanted a full-time caretaker.”

Wow. Wade must have been super flustered to share that much information without me pushing. I didn’t remember him ever being so gabby about a case. “What’s any of this got to do with Dylan?”

“We want to question Kylie and can’t find her. One of the neighbors suggested she might be with her boyfriend.” His eyebrows rose. “Dylan.”

“He lives in an apartment in the dog barn. I’ll take you.” It seemed as if everybody was keeping something secret.

Juliet backed toward the front door. “I’m baking a batch of oatmeal cookies for our guests. Why don’t you stop by when you’re finished, Wade? I’ll start a fresh pot of coffee.”

Wade smiled and tipped his hat. “I’ll be sure to do that.”

Whoa. Was Juliet flirting with the sheriff? I stomped down the steps and around the house toward Stay and Play. Juliet and my brother were supposed to be in a relationship. Nate was slower than a snail moving through peanut butter, and Juliet was ready to settle down.

“Where’s the fire?” Wade caught up with me in the yard, and Sunny wasn’t far behind him.

“Sorry. I’ve got a lot to do today.” Including having a heart-to-heart with my brother. I pointed to the barn. “We converted this to accommodate my dog business. My office is inside, and we built an apartment for Dylan.”

“It’s admirable how you took the boy under your wing.”

I stumbled over a root and regained my footing. “You can’t go around giving me compliments without some warning.”

Wade laughed. “I’ll remember next time, or maybe I won’t say anything nice again.”

“That’s more like it.” I smiled.

Wade was a nice man, and he needed somebody special in his life. Hannah popped to mind, but I wasn’t a matchmaker for people. Pairing dogs with humans was my strong suit.

“Are you saying Dylan’s not in trouble?”

“I only want to ask him about Kylie. She was probably the last person to see Tabby. She may be in danger.”

I slid open the barn door and motioned for Wade to follow me. We passed the room of kennels for the boarders and walked down the hall past my office to Dylan’s apartment. I knocked on his door. “Dylan, Sheriff Stone is here to ask you some questions.”

Seconds ticked by.

“Let me try.” Wade pounded on the door. “Dylan, I’m just here to talk. Nothing else.”

Sunny sat and watched us. Her tail swung back and forth on the cool concrete floor.

Wade crossed his arms. “I don’t suspect Dylan of any wrongdoing.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t have knocked so hard. He’s probably terrified.” I knocked again. “Dylan, you’re not in trouble.”

The door swung open. Dylan rubbed his belly. “Sorry. I was in the bathroom. Must be the gas station breakfast burrito. Do you need me?”

Wade said, “I’m looking for Kylie Black. Have you seen her today?”

“I don’t know where she is. What’s going on?” Dylan opened the door wider. “Come in.”

I glared at him. He didn’t answer Wade’s question. I walked into his studio apartment, looking for something suspicious. Bed made. Pillows arranged on it fashionably. No dirty dishes scattered around. Both chairs were pushed in at the small modern kitchen table. Not a crumb to be seen. The place was neat as a pin, heightening my suspicions. Last time I’d been in here, Dylan was feeding a stray puppy in a much messier apartment. “I’ll sit on the love seat and let y’all sit at the table.” Sunny lay at my feet.

Dylan turned off the TV and joined Wade at the table. “Why are you looking for Kylie?”

“I’m sure you know she assisted Tabby Malkin.” Wade pulled out his notepad.

“Yes, sir.”

“Tabby’s dead and Kylie is missing. I need to make sure your friend is safe. If Tabby’s death wasn’t an accident, Kylie could be in danger. There are questions only your friend can answer about Tabby because they lived together. She may be able to lead us to a motive for Tabby’s death.”

Dylan’s leg bounced. “Kylie would never hurt Tabby. People around town think Kylie was taking care of Tabby, but the truth is they took care of each other. Kylie never had life so good, and she’d never do anything to jeopardize the arrangement. Tabby treated Kylie like a daughter or niece, and Kylie appreciated her.”

Wade motioned with his finger for Dylan to continue. “Tell me more. I need to get a better feel for the situation.”

Silence.

Sunny crossed the room and rubbed against Dylan’s bouncing leg. Dylan ran his hand over my German shepherd. “Kylie worked as an aide at the hospital where Tabby was hurt. No, she called it a patient care technician.”

“What is that?” I didn’t spend much time around hospitals to know.

“She only had to learn basic life support and have a high school diploma. I only know she worked with patients and families. A nurse supervised her work. Anyway, that’s how she met Tabby. They became friends. After the injury, Kylie visited Tabby every day when her shift was over.”

I tried to picture a relationship between the women. “How old is Kylie?”

“Twenty. You really don’t get it, man.” He stood and paced.

“Suppose you explain it better to me.” Wade pointed to the empty chair.

Dylan took his seat and ran a hand through his hair. “Kylie’s parents were the worst. When she was growing up, they often beat her and made her work for her own food. She moved out of their house when she was seventeen and lived with some older guy who claimed to love her. It was a rouse. He tried to get her to do drugs, but she refused. He beat her and threatened to kill her if she didn’t become a prostitute. Turns out he was a sex trafficker. Girls who are hooked on drugs are easier for pimps to control.”

I closed my eyes. “How’d she survive?”

“She managed to escape from him and return home. Things got worse there for the next couple of years. Her parents stole her money. Even though she had a decent job at the hospital, Kylie couldn’t make enough to get away from them.” Dylan stared at the ground.

Wade stopped taking notes. “Then what?”

“Fast forward to Tabby’s injury. Kylie met Susan, a wealthy business tycoon in Dallas, and she didn’t have time to take care of her mom. She offered to pay Kylie to be her mom’s caretaker. When Tabby was released and realized she’d never return to work, she announced her plan to move to South Carolina. She and Susan argued about it, but Susan gave in when Kylie agreed to the move. Both of them got a fresh start when they landed in Heyward Beach. There’s no stinking way she’d hurt Tabby.” Dylan clenched his fists.

Wade’s shoulders slumped. “I’m not accusing Kylie of any wrongdoing, but I need to get the facts. We need to make sure the girl is safe. Where is she right this minute?”

“I don’t know.” He shook his head.

My head hurt. Poor Kylie. All alone in a new town, and the one woman who treated her with kindness had been killed.

When Wade left, I found myself facing Dylan in his apartment. “You’re holding something back. What aren’t you telling us?”

He lifted his hands, palms up. “Why do you think I’m keeping a secret?”

“You evaded Wade’s question about Kylie, and you’re not answering me. Where is she?”

“I don’t know.” His face turned red.

Sunny tilted her head and stared at Dylan.

“Your place is never this neat. It makes me think you picked up Kylie this morning. Maybe last night. You let her hide here. While you worked, she cleaned your apartment. Boredom or nervous energy pushed her into action. Safe action, but still she had to do something. I’d react the same way.”

“I’m supposed to be working with Griffin.” He tried to scoot around me, but I caught his arm and held on. Not tight enough to hurt, but I didn’t want him to walk away.

Sunny barked.

“Dylan, trust me.” I loosened my grip. “I can help y’all.”

“Kylie’s scared, and I can’t share anything without her permission.”

“Okay.” I respected his logic. “Find your friend and bring her back here. Together we’ll figure this out.”

He shook his head. “She’s afraid of the sheriff.”

“Wade? He’s an honest man.”

“No.” He growled. “All law enforcement terrifies her.”

I couldn’t break the law to protect a potential suspect. There was a Bible verse about taking care of strangers. For I was hungry and you gave Me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave Me something to drink, I was a stranger and you took Me in. After my parents died, I clung to those New Testament words. Did they apply to my situation with Kylie? A warm tingling sensation filled me. “Dylan, she can live with me until we find the truth.”
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