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      Katerina Carter peered out her living room window to next door neighbor Fiona Jackson’s yard. She hid behind the curtain, careful not to blow her cover.

      Roses and hydrangeas basked in the late afternoon sun. Blooms blanketed the front yard in an explosion of color. Even Fiona’s grass grew greener than Kat’s weed wasteland. But it wasn’t Fiona’s garden that concerned Kat. She stood transfixed by the stranger toiling in her neighbor’s yard.

      The man looked straight out of an FBI most-wanted poster, his dark shadow juxtaposed against the garden’s brightness and light. His rolled-up sleeves exposed tattooed, stringy arms more suited to pushing drugs instead of a lawn mower. Fiona barely survived on a meager pension and certainly couldn’t afford a handyman. Who was this guy and how did Fiona know him?

      He abandoned the push mower in favor of a shovel and headed straight for Fiona’s roses. Kat’s mouth dropped open in horror as he stomped on the shovel and began digging up Fiona’s showpiece roses.

      No one ever set foot in Fiona’s garden except the Gardens in Bloom contest judges. Fiona had won the city-wide contest for three years’ running, and her whole garden strategy revolved around keeping her place as number one. Absolutely no one took a shovel to her prized plants. Fiona had mulched, weeded, and pruned her rare roses into submission months in advance of next week’s judging. Yet the rough-looking man next door was digging them up.

      “Spying on Fiona?” Jace halted mid-stride on his way to the front door.

      Kat was focused so intently on the man next door that she almost jumped out of her skin. She banged her head against the window frame. “Ouch!”

      Jace grinned and his blue eyes crinkled in amusement. “You okay?”

      Kat nodded, embarrassed at being caught spying.

      Jace wore a shirt, tie, and dress pants instead of his usual t-shirt and denim. Kat puzzled for a moment until she remembered their dinner plans. One year since they moved into their money-sucking Victorian house. One year, hundreds of hours in sweat equity, and tens of thousands in renovation expenses called for a celebration of their accomplishments to date.

      “Must be a thrill-a-minute.” Jace raised his brows.

      Kat motioned Jace to the window. “See that guy outside? I think he’s staying with Fiona.” This was the third time she’d seen him since yesterday.

      Kat encountered plenty of predators as a forensic accountant and fraud investigator. Far too often they targeted the elderly. The wiry man had a dangerous street look about him and certainly fit the profile. That he had materialized out of nowhere made him all the more suspicious.

      “I’m worried about her, Jace. He can’t possibly be up to any good.” She felt protective of her elderly neighbor and this guy’s appearance raised all kinds of red flags. “Why is he digging up Fiona’s roses?”

      Jace joined her at the window. “He does have that criminal look about him.”

      “So you see it too!” Or was Jace making fun of her?

      “Not really,” he admitted. “You’re jumping to conclusions, as usual. If he’s staying with her, he’s probably a relative or friend. What’s the big deal?”

      “She doesn’t have any relatives, remember?” Fiona had no siblings or children. Her husband had died about thirty years ago. Fiona didn’t socialize much, either.

      “I forgot about that. Maybe he’s related to her late husband?”

      “I doubt it.” From what little she’d learned from Fiona, her late husband had no living relatives. He only had one brother, also deceased.

      Suddenly everything made sense. “Fiona volunteers at the prison. I’ll bet this guy was recently paroled.” Fiona ran Weeds to Wonders, the prison’s weekly gardening program.

      “Paroled from prison? Or from her gardening program?” Jace raised his brows.

      Fiona was a tough task master. She liked everything just so.

      “Both,” Kat laughed. Fiona never let anyone near her flowerbeds—not even to pull a weed. Something was very wrong with the scene outside.

      “There’s Fiona now.” Their frail diminutive neighbor knelt in front of her flower bed and scooped a handful of loose dirt. “Why not go to the source? Ask her how she knows him?”

      “I can’t just come right out and ask.” Not that she had to. She could spot a criminal a mile away. She just wished he wasn’t next door. “Especially with him standing right there.”

      Jace shrugged as he walked towards the kitchen. “You’ll think of something, you always do. Just don’t jump to conclusions and assume something criminal is going on.”

      Business was finally booming at Carter & Associates, Kat’s forensic accounting and fraud investigation business. She had wrapped up her latest case and today was her first day off in months. Jace had just submitted his latest writing assignment to The Sentinel, where he freelanced as an investigative journalist.

      They had slept in and lazed around the house all day, both free from work for a few days. Tonight they planned to treat themselves to dinner at a swanky Michelin-starred restaurant downtown they had eyed for months.

      Kat checked her watch. Plenty of time, although she wished she had noticed the stranger earlier. “This is different. It’s my neighborly duty to find out why a strange man is tearing up Fiona’s garden. She’s a perfect target—a senior who lives alone.”

      Jace rolled his eyes. “You promised no work today, remember.”

      “I’ll have a quick chat with Fiona and then we’ll go.” She turned away from the window just as something caught the corner of her eye. “Oh no!”

      “Now what?” Jace paused in the doorway.

      “He’s chopping Fiona’s roses!” The man wielded the pruners like a murder weapon, snipping relentlessly.

      Jace shrugged. “So?”

      “He’s chopping them into pieces, Jace! He’s destroying them right in front of Fiona.” Digging up the fragrant tea roses right before the contest was shocking enough. Transplanting them was one thing, but to hack them into pieces?

      Would Fiona actually destroy the roses just so no one else could have them? Maybe she would. Gardens in Bloom was known for its cutthroat competitors.

      “What’s wrong with pruning Fiona’s roses?” Jace frowned. “Nice of him to help her.”

      “It’s hardly pruning, Jace. More like a massacre. Besides, those are Fiona’s Blue Moon roses. They’ve won her the Gardens in Bloom contest three years’ running. She’s gone crazy.” Kat stared out the window, aghast at the carnage. All that remained were bare root balls and broken limbs, heaped on the sidewalk like a botanical funeral pyre.

      “She’s probably tired of them. She’s allowed to change her mind.”

      “She raved about the contest just last week,” Kat said. “She won’t win without the roses or something equally spectacular. Besides, she can’t afford to replace them on her small pension. She mentioned being a bit behind on her bills.” Gardeners usually cherished life, nurturing every bud and bloom. Something was terribly wrong with the disturbing scene outside.

      “That’s probably where the new guy comes in. She’s taken in a boarder to earn extra cash each month. He’s also helping her with some yard work. No big deal.” Jace yanked the curtain open.

      Kat groaned and ducked out of view. “Don’t make us so obvious.”

      It was too late. The man caught the movement and tilted his head in their direction. He squinted, the sun in his eyes.

      Kat sighed. Since they had been discovered she might as well ask a few questions. “I’m going outside.”

      Jace sighed. “Don’t stay out too long.  I reserved a waterfront table. The restaurant won’t hold it if we’re late.”

      “I won’t, I promise.” Kat brushed past him and headed to the hall closet. She pulled on rubber boots and grabbed her basket of garden tools from the closet, thinking that a little weeding would serve as a good pretext to conversation. A few minutes left plenty of time to dress and change for dinner. “I intend to find out exactly how they know each other.”

      She stepped outside. The mystery man was down on his hands and knees, weeding between cracks in the front walkway. Fiona, clad in her gardening garb, directed him. The man glanced at Kat, then quickly averted his gaze.

      Avoiding eye contact to make himself forgettable. Kat noted the crudely drawn dragon tattoo on his left forearm. From prison, no doubt.

      She waved to Fiona and headed to her small garden strip that bordered Fiona’s yard. She dropped her garden tools on the grass and selected a trowel. Fiona’s flowerbeds were in full bloom, yet hers were overgrown, even the weeds parched and withered. No point in beating around the bush, so to speak. “I thought your roses were off limits?”

      “Time for something new,” Fiona turned to Kat, brandishing her pruners. “Maybe some yellow roses this time.”

      “Didn’t you leave replanting a bit late for the Gardens in Bloom contest?” Fiona’s garden was timed to bloom during contest judging week and her rare Blue Moon roses were the centerpiece. Yellow roses were so…ordinary. Why had Fiona deliberately sabotaged her contest entry?

      “I didn’t enter this year.’ Her eyes widened as she checked her watch. “Sorry, Kat. I’ve got to go, I’m late for my appointment.” She turned and trudged up her front stairs. She slammed the door behind her without a backward glance.

      Late for what? Fiona hadn’t missed a single Gardens in Bloom contest in over twenty-five years.

      Kat turned to the man. If Fiona wouldn’t talk, maybe he would. “I see Fiona’s got you working.”

      “Yeah.” He wiped his hands on the front of his torn jeans. “Least I can do.”

      “Huh?” Kat glanced up at Fiona’s house to see the curtains drawn. She usually opened them at the crack of dawn.

      “For letting me stay here. No one else willin’ to take a chance on me.” He wiped his brow. “Since I got out.”

      So it was true. He was actually living in Fiona’s house. While she was kind to lend a helping hand, inviting him to move in was downright crazy. As crazy as digging up her prize-winning roses.

      “Out from where?” Kat dropped her trowel. Conversing with a man who avoided eye contact was unnerving.

      “Prison.”

      Her worst fears confirmed. Rooming with an ex-con stretched the boundaries of Fiona’s prison volunteer work. Teaching a gardening class was one thing, but room and board? Had Fiona lost her mind? “Why did Fiona go inside? She seemed in a hurry.”

      “Dunno. She’s always busy with something.” He shrugged. “She’s probably getting her stuff ready for the insurance people later on.”

      “Insurance? What kind of insurance?” Life insurance? Fiona had to be at least seventy, an unusual age to buy insurance. The premiums would impact her very limited budget.
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