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Slamming on her brakes, the folder on her passenger seat went flying onto the floor of the car. Zoe Fontaine swore colorfully as a Chevy cut in front of her, horn blaring as it snaked between the lanes, fumes spewing out its rear.

Zoe sighed, hit the gas, and moved off at a crawl. Even in the early hours of the morning, there was no guarantee the roads would be free of idiots.

As she continued on, she checked the road behind her, leaning sideways, stretching across the passenger seat, and reaching her fingers onto the floorboard. Bent low, she tried to keep one eye on the road, tracking the barely visible taillights of the car ahead.

She gave a cry of triumph as her fingers curled over the splayed papers, her nails scratching against the coarse carpet as she pulled them into the folder. The floor of her car was filled with junk: old tissues, sticky notes, and receipts. She managed to scoop a variety of it into the folder, but at least the papers were secure again.

The car swerved as she used the steering wheel to pull herself back into a seated position, dropping the file back on the passenger seat and flicking her hair out of her eyes. She was relieved to see that the road was clear, and she only had a few miles before her exit.

She glanced at the array of tabs sticking out of the folder, praying that the fall hadn’t destroyed an entire evening’s work. She checked the clock on the car display and groaned—an entire morning’s work. It was nearly 2 a.m., and it wouldn’t be long before she was in the office again. If she could just get off the highway quickly enough, she’d be home by three, giving her four hours to get some shuteye.

The drizzle had turned to billowing sheets of rain, and as she clicked on the windshield wipers, the car lit up with a call from her cell. She hit answer, unsurprised to find her boss was also working at that ungodly hour.

“Hey, Tripp,” she said, just as an SUV hurtled up behind her, forcing her to change lanes. “Why aren’t you in bed?”

“Who says I can’t multitask?” he asked, his voice rumbling through the phone, almost as deep as the engine.

“So you are in bed,” she said, flashing her lights irritably as the SUV careened around her and sped away into the night.

“Well, I was asleep at my desk, and now I’m awake, so I’d say that counts as both.”

“Fair enough. What’s up?” she asked.

“This was a test. Normal people don’t answer when their boss calls them at 2 a.m.”

“I’m touched that you think I’m normal,” she retorted as her GPS notified her that her exit was coming up.

“Are you still looking into the Conway story?” Tripp’s voice sounded annoyed now, and she frowned at his name on the screen.

“Yes. You know I am. I spent all night on this damned thing, and I still don’t think I’ve gotten closer to the truth. I know his death wasn’t an accident, Tripp. I can feel it in my bones.”

He let out a long breath. “Is that some womanly sixth sense?”

Zoe smiled. “It’s just something my Gamma used to say.”

“Yeah, sounded like small-town hokum to me,” he said as the sound of liquid being swallowed came through the phone. Tripp lived for coffee; Zoe figured if he ever had bloodwork done, it’d come back ninety percent caffeine. “Look, Zo, Jarvis has been harping on me again.”

Zoe scoffed. “I thought you said he was distracted with the Sorenson murder,” she protested. “You said I could stay on this for another month at least.”

“I said a week, and you know what Jarvis is like. He gets antsy about this stuff and pulls the plug at the last second. He saw the threats you’ve been getting on socials. This is serious, Zo.”

“I’m not stopping.” She kept her voice level even as her fingers began to tremble against the wheel. “I’ve spent six months on this, Tripp. I watched a man die for this story.”

“That’s another thing,” Tripp said in exasperation. “You have to stop talking about it like you were a witness. You didn’t see it; you were nearby. There’s a big difference.”

“I was there,” she gritted out.

“Yes, and a man had a heart attack.”

“Tripp, I swear to God—”

“Evidence, Zo. Do you have an air-tight story? No. Did you see anything other than a man collapse? No.” She didn’t reply, anger rolling through her as Tripp’s voice became higher and more insistent. “We have to do this right, or we’ll be finished before we start.”

Zoe glanced in her mirror, noticing that the same SUV that had shot past her a few minutes before was behind her again. She kept her eyes on the road, listening to Tripp with half an ear, glancing in her rearview incessantly to see if the car was still there.

“What did Jarvis say?” she asked.

“He told me that he wants you to drop the story. The coroner declared the governor’s death was from natural causes. We can’t print anything without proof of foul play, and you and I both know we do not have it.”

“I’ll get it.”

“You don’t know that. Six months is too long. Besides, I’m not happy about these calls you’ve been getting.”

Zoe kept her eyes on the SUV, feeling her pulse thudding in her ears. “I’ve had two calls, Tripp,” she snapped. “That’s hardly anything to write home about.”

“I don’t want you in danger because of this.”

“That isn’t why Jarvis wants me off the story,” she muttered.

“No, he wants his reporters reporting. This is all you’ve been doing for weeks.”

“Hey, I covered those robberies in Ivy City,” she protested. “They made the front page!”

Tripp sighed. “That was at Halloween, Zo.”

“Semantics.”

“Look, just give it a rest for a few weeks, alright? Nielson has a meeting with the museum curator in the morning. Go with him and take the lead on it.”

“No,” she said firmly. “Tripp, I’m onto something here. I bet some bigwig in Congress has called Jarvis to shut us up. He’s scared. That means we have a story.”

Tripp started to refute that, but she was no longer listening to him.

The SUV was right on her tail. The hairs on the back of her neck stood up, and she felt her palms start to sweat. For a split second, she wondered if she should tell Tripp she was being followed. But she shook the thought out of her head the instant it formed. It would only give him an excuse to completely pull the plug on the case. She kept quiet even as she pushed her foot harder on the accelerator.

“Zoe? You still there?”

The SUV flashed its light.

“Tripp, I’m gonna have to call you back.”

“What? Why? Are you home alread—”

She ended the call, keeping her eyes on the road, but the lights of the SUV were blindingly bright behind her. Should I call the police? What would I say? Oh, hi, there’s a car behind me on a road. Get a grip, Fontaine.

As the GPS flashed for her to leave the highway, she decided not to drive to her apartment just yet. If there was someone following her, the idea of exiting the freeway and slowing down at lights, giving them a chance to get out of their car, frightened her more than staying put. The SUV continued to follow a car length behind, never drawing any closer but always on her tail. Then, just as she reached a section of road that was completely empty for miles, its headlights switched off.

Zoe stomped on the gas pedal.

She checked the GPS, trying to think through all the routes that would get her somewhere busy and safe at this time of the morning. She came up empty. There was nowhere within an easy drive where anyone would care if she hollered out of a window.

Why did I hang up on Tripp? I could use a friendly voice right now.

The black shadow of the SUV behind her grew ever closer as the rain started coming down in torrents across the windshield. Visibility was becoming poorer by the second.

She sped forward, now definitely breaking the speed limit, and half-hoping she’d get pulled over by a cop. Before she had a second to think on it further, the SUV zoomed up beside and around her car until it was in front. Zoe’s foot hovered on the brake pedal, wondering what to do to lose them.

Then the SUV screeched away into the dark, the taillights fading from view like tiny eyes in the night. She released a long breath as she lost sight of it completely through the rain.

Maybe it was just a drunk on his way back from the bar.

She dropped her speed, peering through the gloom, but the rain made it impossible to see too far ahead.

As her eyes grew heavy with exhaustion and the adrenaline seeped from her body, she aimed for the next exit. There was a tiny sliver of sky in the distance where the weather looked like it was easing off. She couldn’t wait for a hot shower and bed.

I wish I had a bath at home and an app on my phone that could fill it for me in advan—

Zoe didn’t get a chance to finish that thought as the SUV materialized like a shadow emerging from the fog, its lights still off, driving toward her at a terrifying speed. Her whole body went rigid as it slammed violently into the front of her car. She screamed as she was thrown backward, her arms flailing, feet scrambling for the pedals.

She looked up as she caught her breath. The SUV kept coming, skidding around to the side of her car and slamming into the driver’s side door.

She cried out as her car jolted, thrust across the lanes toward the edge of the road. There was a violent collision as she was suddenly crushed against the barrier until the SUV backed off. Zoe frantically tried to wrench open her door, but the lock was jammed. She had no time to react as the other car revved its engine like a bull about to charge. It rushed forward at top speed slamming into her vehicle and flipping it upward and over the barrier.

Zoe moved as if in slow motion, the papers from the file beside her flying around her head like strange confetti. She was thrown heavily against the car’s roof as it buckled into her, and the ground came up to meet it.

She blinked, suspended upside down, the seatbelt cutting painfully into her neck. She gasped, shock numbing her movements as she tried to get her bearings. Something was dripping down her face, and there was a sharp pain in her jaw. She had bitten through the side of her tongue on impact, her mouth filling with blood.

She looked sideways in a daze, anticipating the final blow, terrified of the sound of the revving engine and the faceless advance of her attackers. But as she peered through the torrents of rain, the SUV squealed away, leaving her alone in the silence and the dark.

The seatbelt was compressing her windpipe. Get out of the car. Drag yourself free. But there were shadows at the edge of her vision, and the pain in her head was jagged and sharp.

The last thing she remembered was her fingers scrambling for the belt release button and the distant sound of her blood dripping onto the roof as everything went black.
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Zoe awoke in an empty hospital room.

A dim light was coming through the curtains over the window, but even the weak spring sunshine seemed impossibly bright. She closed her eyes again, swirling her tongue around her mouth experimentally and groaning in pain as she did so.

She heard footsteps approaching and glanced at the door… raising her eyebrows in surprise as Tripp entered the room. He had his customary flat cap on his head, a wool sweater, and his glasses perched on the end of his nose.

His worried expression brightened when he saw her.

“Zo!” he ran forward, gripping the bed rails. “Thank God you’re awake. Has the doctor been in?” Before she could reply, he clicked the call button and glanced toward the corridor expectantly. “You’ve been out of it for a few hours. How are you feeling?” he asked, turning back to her, the expression of concern returning.

She moved her head gently from side to side, pain bunching at the front of her skull as she did so. Her hips felt as if someone was crushing them in a vice.

“Wha-happened?” she mumbled, and Tripp leaned forward, trying to make out the words.

“You were in an accident. I knew I should have told you to head home at eleven, but you’re too stubborn for your own good.”

The crash itself was hazy, but she remembered the build-up all too well. Accident my ass. Tripp backed off and pulled up a chair, fixing her with a grim stare.

“Noh, an acci… den…” she slurred, her tongue aching with each attempt. Tripp shook his head.

“The doctor says you need to rest. I appreciate you’ve never listened to medical advice in your life, so I beg you, listen to me. You’ve been through a lot. You need to give your body time to heal.”

Zoe rolled her eyes and shifted in the bed, testing out her movement. It was obvious she was on some pretty strong meds. It hurt, but it didn’t feel nearly as bad as it looked. Clearing her throat several times, she kept her tongue as still as possible, working the words around it.

“Am I okay?” she managed weakly.

“The doctor will be in soon, but they don’t seem overly worried. I’m sure you’ll be fine with some rest,” Tripp said. “The thing they seemed most concerned about was your head. They said they want to monitor you for a couple of days to check you don’t have any lasting damage.”

“How do you know?” she muttered irritably, and Tripp waved a hand vaguely.

“I’m a reporter. I don’t take no for an answer when it comes to my friends. Besides, I know the nurse on this ward. This is where I came for my vasectomy,” he said brightly.

Zoe grimaced as Tripp fidgeted in his seat and gave her a wry smile. She narrowed her eyes at him. He’d been fidgeting incessantly since walking into the room, and she groaned as suspicions began to swirl in her mind.

“What?” she demanded.

Tripp looked up at her apologetically, his expression fearful.

“Listen, Zo, this wasn’t my decision, but the higher-ups want you to take a break for a while. You said yourself this case was getting weird, and Jarvis was already gunning to shut us down. You need to rest up either way and get back to full strength again. Jarvis is insisting you take the leave you didn’t take at Christmas and have some time off. I tried to reason with him, but he’s not interested.”

Zoe closed her eyes. The heart rate monitor beeped more rapidly as her breathing increased, the panic of losing everything she had worked so hard for flooding through her.

“Let me go check where the doctor is, okay?” Tripp rose and took her hand. The feel of his skin against hers was unexpected and unpleasant, and she pulled away. “There’s one more thing I need to tell you.” She looked up, frowning at him. “You still have your mother as your emergency contact.”

Zoe groaned, long and despairing.

“She’s already called the ward four times,” Tripp continued. “You might want to contact her when you’re feeling stronger. Listen, I’m gonna go see what the delay is, okay? Just try to stay as still as you can.”

As he left the room, Zoe listened to the monitor’s steady beeping and clenched her fists. All she wanted to do was jump out of bed and get on with her job. It was too quiet here. She could hear the hustle and bustle of the hospital and the distant scream of a crying baby, but the silence in her room was uncomfortable and all-consuming.

I can’t believe I didn’t change my goddamn emergency contact. The last thing I need is my mother getting involved in this.

She lay utterly still, listening intently to every sound from the corridor, desperate for Tripp to come back. The noise of the revving SUV and the thundering rain wouldn’t leave her head. She had never experienced anything like that before and wasn’t too proud to admit she was terrified.

It wasn’t just the violence of the act that perturbed her; it was the lack of hesitation in how the SUV had moved. It had looked like they’d done it hundreds of times before. Now that she was alone, the fear began to creep in from all sides.

Hospitals were places where people died. Vulnerable people could be extinguished without anyone batting an eyelid. If someone wanted to get rid of her, this was a good place to do it.

A cold sweat ran down her spine. She didn’t want to be alone, and the idea of going back to her apartment made anxiety spread through her like wildfire. A phone rang somewhere nearby, and her thoughts moved to her mother.

Her mother… who she hadn’t seen in years. Her mother who lived in a sleepy little town where everyone knew each other. The kind of town where strange cars would be noticed immediately—a place where someone could lie low and recover, build up their strength, and be safe from a city that wanted them dead.

Zoe picked at the tape covering her hand where the IV was pushing clear fluid into her veins. She didn’t want to leave Washington, but if it meant safety and not having to look over her shoulder everywhere she went, a bad alternative was still better than nothing.

Of all the places I thought I might end up this year, Sapphire Valley was last on my list.
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Two weeks later…

Zoe leaned forward as she drove over the bridge into Sapphire Valley, where a sign with a familiar smiling cartoon blue gem proclaimed that the town was “happy to meet her.” She held back a grimace, wondering if she was making a huge mistake.

Her ribs twinged at her half-folded position, and she leaned back, watching the town emerge ahead. The river rushed beneath her as she drove across the bridge, the bright roofs of Jefferson Street visible in the distance.

Everything looked exactly the same. The gas station was just as run-down as when she had left; even the posters in the window were the same faded faces of 80’s celebrities, the Stars and Stripes hanging proudly from the doorway. As she continued onward, she saw the central square where the bonfire was held and the Christmas tree erected every year. It was currently adorned with colorful green kites ahead of St Patrick’s Day.

As she approached the crosswalk, the pastel storefronts on her right were just as vivid as she remembered. The pleasant beiges, pinks, and pale blues set off a cascade of memories she hadn’t thought about in years.

Idling at the lights, she was able to observe the many faces of the residents as they went about their business. The population certainly seemed younger than when she was a kid. A group of mothers with strollers walked along the street, creating a scene reminiscent of a Hallmark card.

A building to her right had a large sign above it proclaiming it was “The Sapphire Café.” It was a friendly-looking place with flower baskets around the door and painted in a deep, rich blue. As she watched, a burly guy came out and placed a sign on the sidewalk. He had blond hair swept into a ponytail, and as he looked up to greet one of the passersby, Zoe thought she might recognize him but couldn’t remember where from.

Belatedly, she realized the lights had changed, and she hit the gas and darted forward, expecting to hear the blare of a horn any second. Instead, as she gestured apologetically to the driver behind her, he just waved back with a grin and went on with his day.

“I guess I’m not in DC anymore,” she muttered, slowing to a crawl as she began to check the road names. She had booked an Airbnb on Forster Street and was both relieved and dismayed to realize she couldn’t remember how to get there.

As she drove, she passed an endless array of bakeries and cafés, the antique shop that had been there since she was a kid, and the schoolhouse. The school was her favorite building in the town, complete with its original bell and the stone engraving indicating it was built in 1883. It had stood the test of time. Everything looked so quaint after the cold steel skyscrapers of the big city.

Her eyes moved to one of three churches at the end of the street, the spire pointing upward into the gray sky, the cross black against the gathering clouds. She looked away, disquieted by the image, and finally saw the turn she needed ahead of her.

She had calculated that her accommodations were over three miles from her mother’s house, and although that didn’t mean her mother wouldn’t find her, it might put her off the scent for a little while. Zoe was dreading the conversation about why she wasn’t staying at home, and she would delay that for as long as possible.

The accommodation she had chosen was east of Sapphire Valley proper, on a side street that ended abruptly at the base of a steep curve into the Blue Ridge Mountains. Trees ascended upward away from her on all sides, the bluish tinge about their trunks giving the woods an almost ghostly feel.

Zoe put the car in park and got out, shivering in the cold as the March wind blew up the street toward her. She headed to the front door and knocked.

The woman who opened the door was small, wiry, and vicious-looking, with brown flyaway hair and a pert mouth that appeared permanently displeased. Zoe put on her best reporter’s smile and stuck out a hand.

“Zoe Fontaine,” she said brightly. “You must be Mrs. Bornstein.”

The woman looked her up and down very deliberately, her eyes assessing and cold. After a few seconds, she finally shook Zoe’s hand, almost reluctantly. It was like closing her fingers around a limp pair of socks, and Zoe recoiled quickly.

“You’re aware that it’s just the one room,” Mrs. Bornstein stated, narrowing her eyes at her. “Didn’t you say you used to live in this town?”

“I did, yes,” Zoe replied. “I just need somewhere quiet to stay for a few weeks, that’s all.” Her cheeks were aching from keeping her smile in place.

“And you don’t have any family here?”

“I do,” she replied carefully. “They’re very busy, and I didn’t want to be a burden.”

Mrs. Bornstein raised her eyebrows and then nodded. “Hmm, well, you’d better come in then.”

Zoe decided to wait until the woman was out of sight before unloading her car. She had five boxes of notes to bring in and wasn’t sure this lady would appreciate the clutter.

Then she stepped inside and reassessed that opinion.

The house was one of the most overcrowded places she had ever seen. Pictures lined the wall with barely an inch of space anywhere. The wallpaper was a strange, ribbed design with feathers cascading down to the floor against a brown floral carpet. The effect was dark and oppressive, which wasn’t helped by the plethora of black cats on every surface.

Zoe stared ahead of her in amazement at the sea of fur. At first glance, it looked like dozens, but once Zoe had recovered from the smell and their continuous movement, she counted seven in the immediate vicinity.

“Wow, you sure have a lot of cats,” she said intelligently as Mrs. Bornstein bustled ahead of her, clearly eager to show her to her room.

“They won’t cause you no trouble. Don’t feed ‘em, and don’t allow them on your bed,” she said sternly as she reached the bedroom door, turning to Zoe with a frown. “Is that understood?”

“Yes, ma’am!” Zoe replied and snapped a salute. Mrs. Bornstein glared at her, those interminably thin lips thinning even more, and Zoe’s shoulders slumped. She was relieved she didn’t have to put up with her mother while she was home, but the next few weeks wouldn’t be a walk in the park with this woman either.

Mrs. Bornstein opened the bedroom door, and Zoe stepped inside. It was a pleasant surprise from the rest of the house. The room was spacious, with a good-sized bed and its own ensuite. A private bathroom was one of the few luxuries she had missed in her shoebox DC apartment. After five years of sharing the bathroom down the hall with three other people, this was bliss.

“Thanks, this looks great,” she said, turning to her new landlady, who was eyeing her up and down again. Zoe tried not to feel self-conscious. She was used to being fairly corporate for the office and was wearing a suit jacket over her jeans and high heels. She resisted the urge to kick them off in the face of such disapproval.

“I’m just gonna get my stuff from the car,” she said finally as the silence stretched.

“I can’t help you carry anything. I have terrible sciatica.”

As if by design, Zoe’s hip began to ache again. “I’ll be just fine on my own, Mrs. Bornstein.”

“Don’t you have a man in your life to help you?” she asked tersely. “Not that he’d be welcome to stay, you understand. I won’t have men sleeping in my house.”

Zoe swallowed around the venomous response she wanted to shoot back and clenched her teeth. “Don’t worry, Mrs. Bornstein, I have a habit of repelling men. You’re quite safe.”

“Don’t let those cats get in your room; you’ll never get ’em out again,” Mrs. Bornstein retorted as she turned on her heel and walked away.

Zoe rolled her eyes, glancing out the window at the high ridges of the mountains stretching away into the distance. The trees were dense and black against the sky, and she stared at them, surprised at the nostalgia she felt in their dark, shadowy presence.

As she headed to her car, she looked down at the little town with mixed feelings. It was difficult to process all the emotions swirling within her. When she had gone to the city for her first big job as a journalist, she had bid the town good riddance and never looked back. Now, almost ten years later, she wasn’t sure how to feel.

It was as if time had stood still, waiting for her to return. Even the smells in the air were the same: the hint of pine coming from the woods and the fresh, biting breeze, so much cleaner than the polluted fumes of the city.

She popped open the trunk of the rental car, mourning the loss of her own car which had been totaled in the crash. The tiny rental only had enough space for her bags and a few of the boxes she’d wanted to bring. She’d had to leave a lot at her apartment, but at least it meant fewer trips back and forth to the house.

Glancing up, Zoe checked to see if Mrs. Bornstein was watching her. She half expected to see her narrow face in the front window, but there was just a large black cat on the sill staring intently at her with fierce eyes and heavily tufted eyebrows. Zoe stared right back and nicknamed him Satan.

Deciding to get the heavier boxes out of the way first, she lugged the first one out of the trunk and groaned as her back protested at the weight of it. She staggered over the threshold, trying to look like she wasn’t in a lot of pain. The hallway felt like it stretched forever in front of her, and the fifteen or so steps she had to take to get to her room were interminable.

As she dropped the box on the bed, she could have cried with relief, her hips screaming at her.

Maybe I should have asked someone to help me.

Once the car was unpacked, she sat on her bed, looking at the room and feeling the stillness seep into her bones, along with the pain. She dove into her bag to find her Bluetooth speaker and turned it on, searching for the least offensive track she could find and playing it quietly as she laid the speaker beside her. She closed her eyes, letting her mind fill with the lilting music.

She was already restless, and she’d only been in town for ten minutes. At that moment, Zoe decided that her vague plan to find work while she was here was now a solid intention. She would go stir-crazy if she didn’t occupy herself with something. Tripp had been clear she wouldn’t be working on the Conway story or anything else while she was recovering, and although she had no intention of giving up on it, another occupation would be a welcome addition.

She got out her phone, opened Google and searched for the town’s paper. The Sapphire Chronicle was as old as the hills, and the editor, Rick Fisher, had once been a good friend of hers. Maybe she could bring some big-city reporting to this backwater town and waltz in as if she owned the place—Rick would love that.

The door of her room nudged open, and she stiffened, expecting Mrs. Bornstein coming to complain about her music, but it was just Satan investigating the new presence in his house. He stalked in and hopped onto the bed, making biscuits in the comforter, his huge green eyes fixed on her.

“You’re gonna get me in trouble,” she said, scooping him up, intending to put him straight back outside again, but the feel of his soft fur beneath her fingers was pleasant. Zoe had always preferred dogs, but somehow, the smooth body, warm heat, and gentle purring as she held him settled something within her.

The last few weeks had been a whirlwind, and as she sat quietly in the room, holding the cat in her arms, she couldn’t think of a time in recent months when she’d just remained still without a plan for what she would do next.

She stroked the cat, his long black hair shedding all over her suit jacket, the warmth of his body spreading through her arm.

“What did I say about cats in the bedroom?” Mrs. Bornstein wailed as she shuffled into the room and grabbed the cat from her. “Mr. Nibbles will relieve himself on your bed if you’re not careful.”

“I’ll make sure to close the door in the future, Mrs. Bornstein.”

“You do that!” she snapped and left, the cat giving a yowl of protest as she did so. Zoe deflated, staring at the dark wood of the door in despair.

This is gonna be a long month.
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That night, she decided to take a walk into town and reacquaint herself with her surroundings.

She hadn’t been out at night much since the crash, and the cold, quiet streets didn’t hold much appeal. But she was determined to fight against the anxiety she felt every time she walked outside.

She headed down the main street, fully expecting nothing to be open, but to her surprise, The Sapphire Café had some lights on, and a few people sat about inside having a drink. She headed for the warmth, admiring the twinkling lights around the door, her breath billowing out around her as the cold wind cut through her coat like butter.

She pushed open the door as every eye in the place turned to her and she smiled at the man behind the bar, who nodded at her, indicating a table in the corner that was unoccupied.

She sat down, her hips aching at the cold and protesting at the hardness of the bench beneath her.

“What can I get for ya?”

She looked up at the blond as he appeared beside her. He was definitely familiar, broad, and tall with the kind of build that, as a teenager, had probably been effortlessly toned, but now a lot of the muscle was turning to fat. He had a kind smile and twinkling, pale blue eyes.

“Just a hot chocolate, please,” she said quietly, aware of the other people in the café staring at her curiously. She tugged her Ted Baker coat a little more tightly around herself, lamenting its bright red color.

“Do I know you?” he asked curiously, lowering his pad and pencil and cocking his head at her.

She smiled. “You might. I used to live around here. I thought you seemed familiar.”

“I’m Seth Bowen,” he said.

Jesus, time has not been kind to this guy. “I remember you now. You were Prom King, right? But a year above me.”

“That’s me.”

“I’m Zoe Fontaine,” she said and stuck out her hand.

He shook it, giving her an assessing stare, and raised his eyebrows. “Fontaine. Do you know Arlene?”

“She’s my mom,” Zoe confessed self-consciously, praying he wouldn’t ask her anything else. Of course she comes in here. She’s probably known in every café in town. God damn it.

“So you’re the big city reporter she talks about. Are you living here now?” he asked.

Zoe’s stomach turned over. “No, I’m just here for a few weeks.”

He crossed his arms over his chest, leaning in conspiratorially. “Is there some big story you’re gonna break about our town? I got a lot of the gossip if you need me to spill.” He winked as Zoe plastered a smile on her face.

“If I need any information I’ll know where to come, then.”

He grinned and headed back to the counter to prepare her order. She watched him for a few minutes, trying to reconcile the cocky guy she’d been vaguely aware of at school with the aging man before her. He was only a year older than she was, and yet he looked like he was already losing his hair, with a beer belly to match.

Maybe not everything in this town is the same, after all.

Zoe stared out the window at the streets beyond and tried to fight the growing melancholy creeping into her body. She watched a cop car roll slowly through the street, its pace leisurely. It was a stark reminder of what she had left behind. The sound of sirens had never been far away in DC. Some of the tension bled from her shoulders as she remembered the reason she was here—this place was safe, and that was what she needed right now.

All she had to do was keep her head down, find a way to make a bit of money moonlighting on the side, and then hightail it back to the city.

Nothing ever happens in this town, anyway. My arrival will probably be the most exciting event in weeks—it might even make the front page.
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Zoe woke to a scratching sound against the door and clattering plates being smashed together in the kitchen. She squinted at her phone to find that it wasn’t yet 7 a.m., but apparently, if Mrs. Bornstein was up, so was everyone else.

The mattress had been lumpy and uncomfortable, and her hip was aching horribly as she pulled herself to her feet.

She staggered to the door and opened it to the sound of cutlery being shoved angrily into a drawer. Zoe wondered why Mrs. Bornstein accepted guests when she was clearly so displeased to have one. Satan wandered into the room and straight onto the bed. Zoe closed the door again as he settled down.

“You pee on my sheets; your bedroom privileges are revoked,” she said sternly as she headed to the shower.

She spent a long time under the spray, relieved to find that the water was hot and strong. She ran a hand over her body, pressing at certain places to see how she was healing.

The bruises across her stomach and shoulders were fading now, but they didn’t erase the horrible feeling of suspension she’d experienced as she’d waited for the SUV to make its final blow. She took her hand from her skin, reminding herself she was lucky to be alive.
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The Sapphire Valley Chronicle was in a small, beige brick building set back from the road near the widest stretch of the Panway River. Its domed frontage had once had glass inside it but was now open to the sky. The windows facing the street were black, tinted to the outside world, and as she entered, the atmosphere smacked of an establishment that was on its last legs.

There was no receptionist, a thick layer of dust covering the desk where they might have sat. A dead-eyed elderly man passed her, making no attempt to ask her what she was doing there or who she might need to see.

Not the best first impression.

She pushed open the doors of the newsroom to find a simple setup with empty desks on either side. They were set out in straight lines with old-style wooden cubicles built between them. A large sign at the back read “The Sapphire Valley Chronicle” in purple letters. She looked around to find a teenager in a beanie staring at her. He was watching YouTube videos and looked utterly disinterested.

“Who are you?” he asked tonelessly, his hand clutching his coffee like a lifeline.

“I was hoping to see Rick Fisher. Is he still the editor?” she asked, already knowing that he was.

“Yeah, um, he got in pretty late, though. I think he’s in his office.”

Rick’s office turned out to be another cubicle in the corner of the room designed so that someone could easily hide from their colleagues if they wished. Zoe smiled wanly as she approached it, noting the feet sticking up on the other side, resting against the chair. The rest of a man was lying beneath the desk, showing no signs of life.

“Morning!” she shouted, and the legs against the chair jolted into action immediately. There was a predictable thud as Rick’s shoulder connected with the desk as he hauled himself to his feet, half-awake and grumpy.

Rick Fisher had once been the starry-eyed reporter in their high school days, masterminding their weekly newsletter and bringing the school’s event schedule to life. Now, it seemed he had forgotten how to get dressed in the morning. His skin was pale and greasy-looking, with heavy bags under bloodshot eyes. He looked like he might have slept in his shirt, and there was a mustard stain between two of the buttons that could have been days old.

“Zoe?” he breathed, scratching a hand across his stubbled jaw. Instead of the handshake she had expected, he pulled her into a hug, and she stiffened, waiting for it to be over before he drew back and let her go. “What the hell are you doing here?”

She grinned. “I’m back in town for a few weeks.”

“What? Why? Aren’t you writing an exposé on a load of big city armed robberies or something?”

“Oh yeah, I thought there might be better, more exciting stories in Sapphire Valley.”

Rick snorted. “Well, we had the grand opening of the Orchard Grove Nursing Home last week. The mayor came and cut the ribbon.”

“Is that right?” she said, attempting to sound impressed. She leaned forward, tugging at Rick’s shirt collar, which had turned in on itself, and straightening it out for him.

He pulled at his clothing self-consciously and gave her an apologetic look. “Listen, I was out last night, and most people work from home these days. I don’t often get visitors this early in the morning.”

“At 9 a.m.?”

“Exactly,” he replied without apparent irony. “Was this just a passing visit?”

“Actually, I’m at a loose end, and I wondered if you needed any help,” she hazarded. “It looks pretty deserted around here. I could give you my advanced knowledge of journalism and turn this paper around.”

She made a fist and punched the air as she said it, and Rick rolled his eyes as he shuffled through his desk. The surface was a stack of papers, coffee cups, and old Skittles wrappers. It reminded her of the floor of her car.

“Are you serious?” he asked. “Why would you want a job here when you’re working at The Washington Express?”

“I’m taking a break from all that, coming back to my roots, you know how it is. Anyhow, it’ll give me something to do. There’s even less to keep me entertained in this town than there was when we were kids.”

“What are you talking about? Midsummer Night’s Dream is on at the theater!” he said with a wry smile.

“I stand corrected,” she replied as Rick laughed, still rifling through his desk.

“I mean, if you want to work here, I’m not going to stop you,” he looked around him furtively, lowering his voice. “We could use some fresh blood. Keith has worked here for forty years and only reports on fairs and anything that includes beer. Angela’s housebound and tends to offer me stories about UFOs, so I could save myself a job and give you all the leg work.”

Zoe’s shoulders tensed at the thought of trekking her bruised body all over the Blue Ridge Mountains in search of a story. But before she had a chance to tell him she wasn’t exactly fighting fit, Rick was brandishing a small square of paper at her.

“Apparently, the cops have found a dead deer in the woods.”

Zoe blinked at him. “Wow. A dead deer in a forest. Bet that doesn’t happen very often.”

He huffed, shoving the paper at her again until she took it. “There’s been some strange activity up there. Mysterious deaths.”

“What, people?” she said, standing up straighter as she looked down at the location he’d scrawled on the back of a receipt.

“No. It’s wildlife but weird stuff. Some stoner kid got freaked walkin’ his dog and called the cops. You could go and check that out if you want?”

“Well, that’s pretty high-octane stuff. What’s the pay like?” she asked, and Rick scoffed.

“Lousy compared to DC, I’m sure. But if you’re at a loose end…” he sighed, glancing up at her with an almost pleading expression. “It’d be nice to have you here.”

“Well then, how can I refuse?” she said with a smile.

The momentary softness in Rick’s eyes faded as he belched loudly. “Let me know what you find out. I have to go throw up.”

Zoe opened her mouth to ask another question, but Rick was already scurrying toward the bathroom.

She folded up the note and pushed it into her pocket, surprised to find that despite the basic nature of the inevitable story to come, something about the simplicity of it appealed to her. For one thing, it would be a drive into the hills on the other side of town, and the views were breathtaking up there. For another, it had been a long time since she had looked into something so mundane—it sure beat the blood and guts of city stories. Maybe reconnecting with nature would restore her love of small-town reporting.

She headed out, waving to Beanie, who looked like he’d fallen asleep at his desk. At least it would keep her mind occupied, and that was all she needed right then.
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The Blue Ridge Mountains were beautiful, and as she wound her way toward the area that Rick had indicated, the hills and undulating trees stretched before her for miles in either direction. There was a light dusting of clouds in the higher reaches that became mist as it moved down the valley, and with the radio blaring as high as it could go, Zoe was able to forget the plethora of problems she was avoiding and just enjoy the drive.

Far too soon she turned the corner at the top of a slope and saw the red and blue flashing lights of a police car stopped ahead of her. There were a couple of cops loitering on the edge of the road, looking at something on the ground in front of them with their hands on their hips.

She slowed, pulling into a turnout a little way from them, and looked around her. Although she’d driven uphill to reach the spot, the gentle incline hadn’t brought her much higher than the town. The ground plateaued just where the cop car had stopped and fell back down toward the valley.

She got out and walked slowly up the hill, realizing as she did so that she had no identifiers on her to prove that she was a journalist. She wasn’t officially employed by the Chronicle yet. Either way, she shrugged it off, expecting the dead deer to be a non-job, and chalked it up to a nice gentle re-introduction to small-town life.

The two deputies stood on the road ahead, looking at the deer while another man was crouching beside it with his back to her. The female deputy was small and stocky and looked like she could handle herself. The male deputy was slim with very thick dark brown hair beneath his hat.

“Morning,” she said as she approached.

“Sorry, ma’am, you need to step back a ways,” the female deputy stated firmly. “If you could just drive on around it would be appreciated.”

“Oh… um,” Zoe hesitated. “I’m from The Chronicle. Rick sent me up here to take a look.”

The male deputy frowned at her. “You work with Rick Fisher? Since when?”

“Well… technically, this morning. But I don’t have any ID to prove that just yet.”

“Her name’s Zoe Fontaine,” came the voice of the man on the ground, and Zoe looked over at him in amazement as he stood up and turned around. Her heart began to beat an unhelpful staccato rhythm as she took him in.

“Leo!” she blurted out, her voice high and shrill. Zoe cleared her throat hurriedly, flicking a glance at the deputies. “What are you doing here?”

“I thought you lived in DC,” he said, stepping toward her. He didn’t offer his hand, watching her with an assessing gaze that felt like it burrowed deep beneath her skin. He was much bigger than she remembered, tall and broad in an effortless way Seth Bowen hadn’t been able to pull off. Leo must have been almost 6’4”, with tanned skin from his Cherokee heritage, long black hair tied in a braid down his back, and light brown eyes.

Zoe was momentarily tongue-tied and then snapped herself out of it.

“I was in DC,” she replied, her tone rueful now. “I came back for a while to recov—to get some rest. It’s been a crazy year.”

Leo nodded but didn’t smile, looking back at the deer. “Quite the story,” he said sarcastically.

Zoe stiffened, her fingers curling into fists at her side as she clenched her teeth.

“What do you think happened?” she asked the female deputy, who was watching her with a newfound interest now that Leo had corroborated who she was.

“Well, we don’t know whether it died here or was brought here, but what’s strange is that frothing stuff around its mouth. Like it’s rabid or somethin’.”

“Nah,” Leo said thoughtfully. “She’s not rabid; it don’t look right for that. You’d see blood around the mouth, for sure. And her eyes don’t look right. I can’t figure out what happened to her.”

Zoe’s eyes traveled down the valley, feeling a tightness in her chest as she saw the neighboring town of Whistle Falls laid out beneath them like a patchwork quilt. To their right, through the trees, she could see the huge pharmaceutical factory owned by The Linman Group towering over the valley. It was much larger and more impressive than when she was a child. The weak sunlight bounced off the roof like a beacon, but the building itself was silent and quiet. The dark windows on the front made it look like a face with a wide gaping mouth. She looked away, a shiver running down her spine.

She glanced down at the deer and the sheer amount of frothing foam around its mouth. It certainly looked like it had eaten something that didn’t agree with it.

“What do you reckon killed it?” she asked.

Leo shrugged, his wide shoulders hunching as the fabric of his shirt bunched against his torso. “Not sure. I’ll take a sample and see if I can find anything out at the clinic.”

“Clinic?” Zoe asked. “You a doctor now?”

Her heart sank. The last thing she needed was another doctor in her life. Leo chuckled, the sound vibrating through the air between them sending a little thrill through her.

“Nope, just a vet.”

“Best vet in the county,” the deputy insisted, and Leo shot him a grateful smile. “I’m Deputy Stanfield, by the way. Chase Stanfield. This is Deputy Walker.” The female deputy nodded giving her a baleful stare.

“Nice to meet you; I’m Zoe. Like Leo said, I used to live around these parts.”

“You two knew each other at school, then?” Stanfield asked.

“I’m surprised Leo remembered me. He was super popular, and, well, I wasn’t. Leo was the quarterback once.” She turned to him, meeting his stern gaze. “At one point, I thought you might go pro.”

Leo gave a bark of laughter at that. “You insane? Too busted up.” Zoe smiled, enjoying the easy manner in which he glanced at her.

She looked back at the deer as he crouched down over it again and got a small testing kit from his pocket, scraping some of the substance around its mouth away and placing it into a bag.

“There’s another thing that’s odd,” Leo said as he paused, staring at the legs of the deer, which were partially obscured by the undergrowth on the side of the road.

“What’s that?” Stanfield asked.

“One of the hooves is missing,” Leo said, sounding puzzled, pulling away the brambles and ferns over the animal’s feet. Zoe and the deputies peered over the edge of the asphalt, and sure enough, the back left hoof was gone. Zoe looked along the length of the animal and felt the familiar pulse of excitement when a story reared its head.

“Make that two,” she whispered to herself as the other leg was exposed. It looked like they had been sliced off deliberately; as if someone had taken a hacksaw to them for sport.
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Zoe crouched in the mud, looking closely at the stump of the deer’s leg.

She snapped a photo on her phone, her excitement at a potential story slowly fading to a sense of unease.

The forest was thick and wild here. Although the road ran through the hills, the trees flanked it on either side, and there was a lot of cover. Why would someone do this to the deer so close to the road?

“I’d say it’s a poacher,” Walker piped up. “Maybe with some weird habits. They wouldn’t have a license to hunt in March; we’re out of season.”

“There’s no cameras around here?” Zoe asked and then snapped her mouth shut, feeling like an idiot as all three of them looked at her pityingly.

“Uh, no,” Walker gave a little huff of laughter but then the two deputies glanced at one another with a strange expression that was hard to read.

“Unless Ray’s been up to his old tricks again,” Stanfield said, his voice almost affectionate, but Walker rolled her eyes.

“I don’t know why you got a soft spot for that man. He’s a creep.”

“Who’s Ray?” Zoe asked, another tingle of a story beckoning as she looked back at the deer.

“Ray lives in the woods,” Stanfield said steadily, giving Walker a reproachful glare. “He’s harmless, but he’s a bit—”

“He’s got cameras,” Walker interrupted, looking pissed. “We’ve had hikers complainin’ about him comin’ out his cabin with a shotgun more than once. He’s hidin’ from the little green men if you ask me.”

Stanfield shook his head, giving her another stern look. “He’s eccentric,” he said to Zoe. “He don’t like people disturbin’ him, is all. But he’s harmless.”

“Harmless and armed with a shotgun?” Zoe muttered. Walker rolled her eyes.

Zoe had come up against a lot of cops like Walker in DC, and they were always the ones who had no curiosity about their job. They found a thread and pulled at it regardless, certain of an outcome before they had all the facts. In her experience, it didn’t make for good police work and led to a lot of mistakes.

She stepped back onto the road, ready to head to her car, but as she did so, her foot scraped over loose rock and went out from under her. Ordinarily, she would have been able to right herself without issue, but her hip jarred painfully, and she sucked in a breath as she twisted to keep her balance, her ribs screaming as she cried out in pain.

From out of nowhere, a muscular arm gripped her waist, and Leo was behind her, steadying her as she caught her breath. They stood frozen in place for what could only have been a second or two, but it took her straight back to high school as her crush flared to life. It didn’t help that Leo was still unfairly good-looking and built like a tank.

Once she felt steady on her feet again, she stepped away, brushing her hands awkwardly over where he had touched her, and gave a faint smile.

“Sorry, lost my balance there.”

“You okay? You’re limping,” he said. His brown eyes were full of concern, and she retreated from him, shaking her head.

“I’m good, don’t worry.”

Stanfield broke the tension by stepping forward, tipping his hat to Leo. “You let us know what comes back from that sample, will you, Rowden?” he said as Leo raised the packet in acknowledgment.

“I will,” he replied. “If Animal Control finds anything, let me know, okay? It would be good to be aware of any dangers to the animals around these parts.”

Zoe watched the sample flapping about in Leo’s hand. She looked at the surrounding area, trying to dispel the nagging doubt at the back of her mind. If it is poachers, why would the deer be here, out in the open like this?

Then, suddenly, beyond the deputies and through the edge of the plastic in Leo’s hand, she saw movement in the near distance.

There was a man standing against the edge of the road on the turn up ahead, concealed behind one of the wide tree trunks. He was keeping his body out of sight and peering at them curiously. Zoe turned her back, not wanting to alert him to the fact that she’d seen him, and pretended to look at something in the branches above her. She paced backward, around the police car, moving a little closer with every step.

With the camera app still open on her phone, she angled it to one side so that she could get a view behind her without openly staring.

The man was several feet away. He was wearing a dark blue deerstalker and had a heavily stubbled face. She couldn’t see him clearly, but he was staring at the cops and leaning around the tree, seemingly trying to get a closer look at the deer.

She finally turned around to get a better glimpse of him, but in the split second that her back was turned, he was gone. The thick tree trunks stared back at her, and despite the relatively wide spacing between them, she could see no movement whatsoever. He’d vanished.

Was that Ray? Should I say something? She glanced back at the deputies uncertainly. Maybe a recluse in the woods would find anything interesting. It couldn’t be every day the cops came to investigate something on his patch.

“You two should head home either way,” Walker said suddenly, and Zoe turned to find the female deputy staring at her. “Storm’s been brewin’, and you don’t want to get caught in the hills out here in the rain. Leo, thanks for comin’ up with us,” she said, turning to Leo, who nodded back at her. “We gotta wait for Animal Control, so we can’t give you a ride home.”

Leo stepped up on the road, hooking one hand into his belt. He didn’t have any bags with him, just jeans and a shirt, not even a jacket.

“I’ll walk, thanks.”

Stanfield scoffed. “It’s five miles back to town.”

“That’s alright,” Leo said. “I like walkin’ through the woods.”

Zoe glanced back in the direction where the man had headed as her gut clenched.

“I can give you a ride,” she heard herself say, and Leo turned, raising his eyebrows. He glanced up at the sky, his brow furrowing at the grey clouds above their heads.

“Alright, that’d be fine, thanks,” he said slowly.

Zoe checked that Walker was distracted before snapping another photograph of the deer. At least now she had proof that she had been here to Rick, if he even cared. The man seemed apathetic to the extreme.

“How come the cops are involved in this?” Zoe asked as she and Leo walked back to her rental.

“I think they’re trying to work out if it’s a wider problem. A lot of kids make camps out here and do drugs, so the cops are worried the animals are eatin’ things they shouldn’t. I’ve never seen a deer look like that, though.”

“And it’s not rabies? That’s the only disease I know where animals froth at the mouth.”

“I doubt it. It’s rare in deer unless they’re bit by a raccoon or a fox or somethin’, but I don’t think it fits. It looks like she ingested somethin’.” He held up the bag and squinted at the sample.

“Maybe it swallowed some Molly and was having the time of its life,” Zoe murmured as they reached the car.

“Molly?” he asked, turning to her curiously.

“Oh… it’s a drug.” Zoe felt her cheeks heat at his intense stare.

“What’s in it?”

She sighed, frowning. “A lot of things these days. Officially, MDMA, so similar to ecstasy, but it’s started to be a cocktail of stuff. I’m not sure kids really know what they’re buying anymore—if they ever did.”

“Kids…?” Leo asked incredulously. The look on his face made her hackles rise instantly. There was an edge to it that she didn’t like.

“Yeah, kids,” she said firmly. “I don’t do drugs, Leo.” Her voice came out sharper than she had meant it to, and he nodded, looking away. Zoe unlocked the car, feeling strangely off balance in his presence, and got in, waiting for him to slide in next to her.

There was a pause after he opened the passenger door, and she glanced over in confusion.

“Did you change your mind?”

“Um…”

She looked down at the passenger seat of the car and swore. There were several old coffee cups in the space in front of the seat, a bag full of papers she’d meant to take into her room, several tissues, and a pair of high-heeled shoes. Her cheeks flaming now, she pulled everything into a bag and threw it into the back seat. There was a thud as it hit the boxes she still hadn’t unpacked, and she closed her eyes despairingly.

Leo folded himself into the seat and tried to push it back. It would only go halfway because of all the crap behind it; his long legs concertinaed in the cramped space, and Zoe laughed nervously.

“Sorry, I only just got back, and I haven’t had a lot of time to clear out the car.”

“Isn’t this a rental?”

She cleared her throat. “Yeah. Alright. So, I’m messy.”

He huffed a laugh, a crooked smile spreading over his face. “I didn’t say a thing about that.”

As she started the car, he was still laughing, and she glanced at him uncertainly. “What?”

“How many key chains do you have on that thing?”

She glanced at her car keys, the chain of which hung down to her knees. She was so used to the bulk of it now that she barely noticed it anymore. Her keys were a colorful mess of different key rings that she’d accumulated over the years. A lot of them were from places she’d visited during her investigations, but they were also a bit of a weakness of hers. If she saw anything with a rainbow on it, she would snap it up immediately. The whole ensemble was a cascade of primary colors, and it always cheered her up.

“I think twenty-five so far at the last count,” she said as he shook his head in disbelief.

Leo was impossibly neat by comparison; he didn’t have a hair out of place and was all straight, clean lines and precision. Zoe’s haphazard fashion, messy hair, and hectic car just made her all the more aware of her chaotic lifestyle.

They traveled down the road for a few minutes in silence, and after no time at all, the skin on her neck started to itch. She found herself looking repeatedly in the rearview, waiting to see an SUV roar round the corner and smash her off the road. The Linman facility was still just visible in the distance, and every time she saw it, the same sense of unease rumbled through her.

I forgot how close Linmans has gotten to this town.

Her fingers flexed, rubbing incessantly at the leather of the steering wheel as her neck got hotter and hotter, and when she couldn’t stand the silence any longer, she stabbed her finger against the console and turned on the radio. She scrolled to a country station as Chris Stapleton began to play gently through the speakers.

“Still a country music fan, then,” Leo said, surprising her.

“I can’t believe you remember that, but yeah. I went to CMA last year in Nashville. It was amazing.”

“Get any key chains?” he teased.

“Five,” she replied proudly. Leo stared at her and then whistled loudly. “It’s okay,” Zoe insisted, “I know I have a problem.” Leo shifted his knees to the side as he repositioned himself. “I’m sorry, you look really uncomfortable. I promise my car isn’t usually like this; it’s just because I arrived yesterday.”

“You’ve been here less than twenty-four hours, and you’re already workin’ for Rick? How’d that happen?”

She shrugged, her hip aching painfully as she pushed on the brake to round a sharp corner on the hill.

“I like to keep busy.”

The car sped toward the town, the brightness of the buildings ahead lifting her mood as she felt the anxiety drain from her. She had discovered a new phobia of winding mountain roads and was much calmer now that civilization was in her periphery again.

“Besides,” she continued. “It’ll be nice to get back into small-town news. It’s less taxing than city crime.”

“Well, we are a bunch of hillbillies, after all,” Leo stated evenly.

“You know that’s not what I meant,” she insisted, but he just chuckled.

“I’m just messin’ with you. You’re born and bred in Sapphire. It’s not like you’re better than any of us.”

Zoe glanced at him. Is this a test? In her heart, she had always felt very different from the people of Sapphire Valley. Not because she thought she was better than them but because she’d seen the world and thought that she understood it a lot better than anyone in the town ever would.

“So, you here to see your mom?” Leo asked.

Zoe swallowed. “You seen much of her?”

“She comes into the clinic quite a bit. Her dog has been sick.”

“Oh.”

Zoe didn’t say any more, the radio playing faintly in the background. The DJ came on, breaking the silence, bemoaning the state of the local weather before talking about the St Patrick’s Day parade that was coming up.

“You didn’t answer me,” Leo said softly.

“No,” Zoe replied eventually. “I’m not here to see my mother. I imagine I will see her, but I just needed a…” She shifted in her seat, wincing as her ribs twinged again. “I needed some peace.”

Zoe paused, startled by her own phrasing. She’d come here to escape, feel safer, and be in a small community where everybody knew each other. But she hadn’t consciously thought of it as peace before.

“Well, it’s nice to have you back,” Leo said. “It’ll be good seeing your name in a local paper. I’m one of the few people who still get the Chronicle delivered,” he said proudly. “I hate reading on my phone.”

“Amen to that,” Zoe replied, smiling broadly.

As they reached the edge of the town, she was glad that there was now at least one person in it whom she could call a friend.
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Leo directed Zoe around the square toward the largest of the churches on its far corner, the white wood of the building stark against the backdrop of the mountains in the distance.

Zoe felt the same sense of uncertainty as she passed it. Any faith she once held had petered out when she was twelve, but she had attended that very church with her mother regularly for many years. Religion and her beliefs always felt like another reason why she differed from her family, and she didn’t need any more of those.

They turned right down a side street that led out of town. It was colorful and beautifully maintained, lined with streetlights adorned with flower baskets. As they continued, they approached a wall of fences surrounding a wide, empty lot, one of the gates hanging open at an angle. An enormous, glossy sign proclaimed that it would one day be transformed into some shiny new apartments.

“What’s going on there?” Zoe muttered as they neared the clinic.

Leo snorted. “According to the marketing team, they’re building new apartments that will revamp this town. According to reality, they bought the lot and left it open for months with nothing to show for it.”

Zoe slowed the car, taking in the dusty concrete and piles of gravel and stone that she could see littering the lot. It was a vast space, with high fences around the edges and some makeshift plastic chains on the gates. In DC, it would have been broken into a thousand times by now, but it looked like security was an afterthought in Sapphire Valley.

The Linman Group’s logo was emblazoned on all of the boards around the site, proclaiming “Linman Group Construction” was “Building a Brighter Tomorrow.” She frowned at the unfamiliar logo design, accustomed to seeing the stark white conical flask with leaves coming out the top representing the group’s pharmaceutical side. But this logo was specifically for “Linman Construction.” It depicted the same flask but with a cog around the base and a house coming out the top.

“The Linman Group sure has expanded a lot in ten years. It’s building housing now?” she wondered aloud.

“Supposedly. Remains to be seen if they’ll build anything at all.”

Zoe signaled right as they came alongside the clinic, taking a moment to scan over the building as she pulled up into a parking bay. The clinic had done well to maintain the look of a folksy cabin alongside the professionalism of a clean medical building. She couldn’t remember what had been there before—a department store maybe—but the way it was designed was friendly and inviting.

The parking lot was small, bending around to the rear, with clipped grass around the verges and some well-maintained box hedging lining the bays. What wasn’t small was the clinic itself, marked by a large, dark blue sign showing a bird of prey circling above a wolf’s head, the name Skywolf Animal Clinic printed below it.

Leo sure has done well for himself.

She’d expected Leo to own a tiny clinic on the corner of a street, with the occasional old lady bringing their cat in to be spayed. But she could tell just by looking at it that this place was doing well. It was the exact opposite of the feeling she’d had as she’d parked her car at the Chronicle.

“Well, this is my little place,” Leo said, unfolding his legs from the cramped space and getting out of the car. Zoe got out, too, catching his eye over the roof.

“Less of the little, please,” she said with a smile as she followed him inside.

The main reception area was more minimalistic than she had expected, with a wide desk in front of her as she walked in and seven clinic rooms behind it for examining patients. The right-hand side was reserved for dogs, with a large drawing of a golden retriever hanging from the ceiling. The left side was designated for cats, a grumpy-looking black long-hair glared down at her with a look similar to Satan in his eyes. Maybe he’s a model in his spare time.

Plush chairs had been placed in each corner, and there was even a little station for children to play at if they came with their parents to appointments.

“Hi, Leo!”

Zoe looked up as a slim, blonde woman emerged from the rear of the practice, holding a clipboard and some papers against her chest. She was petite, her hair tied into a bouncy ponytail of perfect curls and very straight, white teeth.

“Hey, Melody,” Leo said, gesturing vaguely at Zoe. “This is Zoe Fontaine. She’s working for the Chronicle and came to look into the deer thing.”

Melody’s bright smile faltered for a fraction of a second, her eyes running over Zoe with interest. Then she stuck out her hand.

“Hi! Nice to meet you. Are you new in town?”

“No,” Zoe said as she shook Melody’s hand briefly, putting it quickly back in her coat pocket. “I actually grew up here. I’m just back for a few weeks.”

Melody’s smile reduced a fraction more. “Oh, great. Well, welcome.”

Leo held out the sample packet to Melody. “Would you mind sending this off for me? I want to run some tests and find out what we’re dealin’ with.” His eyes swiveled to Zoe as he said it, and the look he gave Melody was hard to read.

“Sure will, boss,” she replied, taking the sample, her carefully painted fingers lingering a moment too long as they brushed his. Her eyes remained on Leo as he frowned at the reception desk.

“Where’s Nancy?” Leo asked.

“I think she went out back. We had a cancellation, so she was taking a break.”

As Melody spoke, a woman emerged from the back rooms and settled at the desk. Zoe took a moment to absorb her appearance: a stars-and-stripes scarf over a denim waistcoat, wild hair, smudged pink lipstick, and uneven mascara. Her name badge read “Nancy Ashwood.” As soon as she took her seat, she began to slam her hands into her keyboard to wake up the computer. When that didn’t immediately work, she banged the mouse against the desk for good measure.

The monitor eventually sprang back to life, and Nancy rolled her eyes at it. Leo’s whole body seemed tense suddenly, and he gave Zoe an almost apologetic look as he blew out a breath.

“Uh… Nancy?” he called, and she looked over, her eyebrows rising as she noticed Leo. “Who canceled?”

Nancy put on her glasses and squinted at her screen. “Wade Monroe, he said he’s got a stomach bug, so he’ll bring Dusty in next week.” Her eyes landed on Zoe. “I’m Nancy, by the way. Who might you be?”

“I’m Zoe, nice to meet you.”

Nancy smirked at Leo. “Girlfriend?”

“Old friend, Nancy, stop stirring the pot.”

Leo walked to the desk, Zoe and Melody moving in his wake as Nancy handed him some documents. “What was going on with the deer this morning? Hit by a truck?” she asked.

Leo shook his head, his eyes scanning the papers. “No, something else.” He nodded at the sample in Melody’s hand. “Let’s get a full tox screen and a pathology panel on this one, best to rule out as much as possible.”

“No problem,” Melody said, making a note as she clipped it to the board in her hand.

“By the way,” Nancy continued, looking back at her screen. “Seein’ as Wade canceled last minute, I’ve been proactive, like you wanted, and filled the spot.” Her horn-rimmed spectacles glinted as she grinned happily, looking past Zoe at the door behind her. “Oh, here they are now,” she said, rising to open it.

Nancy was immediately on her tiptoes, exclaiming wildly down at the floor as an elderly springer spaniel leaped up to her as it came through the door, its claws scrabbling at her pleated skirt. Its right foreleg was wrapped in a bright pink bandage that was an exact match for the lipstick Nancy was wearing.

“How you doin’, Mrs. Fontaine. I’m so glad we managed to fit you in today!”

The dog’s happy panting filled the air as Zoe’s eyes came to rest on those of her mother, a dark brown gaze she hadn’t held in nearly ten years.

Arlene Fontaine was tall with a wide-set mouth that tipped down at the corners. Her pointed features were made all the more stark by her slightly hollowed cheeks. She was dressed neatly in a tightly fitted turtleneck and smart slacks that hadn’t changed since Zoe was a child.

For a frozen moment, they stared at one another as Arlene wrestled with the excitable dog, both blinking at Zoe in amazement.

“Zoe,” she said in a hoarse whisper before dragging the dog away from Nancy and across the polished floor, coming to stand within inches of her daughter. “My God, you’re so thin! I thought you weren’t here until tomorrow.”

Zoe’s mouth was hanging open, and she closed it with a snap, her eyes darting to the faces gathered around them as Leo, Melody, and Nancy watched their exchange with interest. Zoe pulled roughly at her coat, doing her best to gather herself.

“Hi, Mom,” she managed, her breath sharp and fast as anxiety roared through her.

“What do you mean, ‘Hi Mom’,” Arlene asked, her mouth pursing into a tense line. “Did you know she was back already, Leo?” she said, raising an arched brow at him.

“Yes, ma’am,” he replied, shifting his weight, “but only because she was at the… because I saw her today,” he finished, and Zoe could have hugged him for not telling her mother where they’d met.

“Well, that’s more than she tells her mother, as you can see! And when will you be comin’ home?” she asked, turning back to Zoe as the old dog tried its best to climb her legs. “Your bed is all made up in the living room. I rise at dawn these days, but you’ll get used to my early starts.” She ran her eyes over Zoe’s body. “Looks like you’re not banged up too bad.”

Zoe’s fists clenched inside the pockets of her coat as her fingers moved over her keychain like a rosary, her back connecting with the reception desk as her mother took another step toward her.

“Uh… Mom, I’m stayin’ at an Airbnb in town. I… I didn’t want to disturb you,” she stuttered, heat rising up her neck.

“What? Disturb me? What kind of daughter disturbs their mother?”

The kind that has been told she’s a burden since she was sixteen.

“Mom, I know how busy you are. You’ve got patients to see to, and it’s just easier if I’m out of your hair.”

Arlene tutted under her breath, looking at Leo with a long-suffering smile.

“She always does this. Stubborn to the core. Even when she’s sick, she won’t let me look after her. Comes from growing up around too many doctors, I reckon.” Arlene bent down and picked up the dog, which proceeded to lick enthusiastically at her chin. “You’ll come for dinner, Zoe, and we’ll straighten all this out.”

Panic filled her whole body. “I… I can’t come to dinner tonight, I have to—“

“Urgh, fine. Busy as usual, I see. Nothing ever changes. I’ll text you,” her mother barked dismissively. “Now is not the time for a family debate. I need to see to Veronica.”

With that, her mother stalked away and into one of the clinic rooms behind them. Zoe let out a long breath, keeping her eyes on the floor.

“Sorry about that,” Leo murmured. “I didn’t know she’d be here today.”

She pasted on a smile and waved at him dismissively, brushing her fingers over her coat and flicking her hair away from her face.

“It’s not a problem, Leo. I should go anyway; I need to unpack the rest of my stuff. Will you tell me what you find out about the deer?”

“Sure, you got a number I can reach you on?”

Zoe suppressed a smile. If my teenage self could see me getting Leo Rowden’s number, she would pass out.

“Sure. Nancy, could I borrow a Post-it or something?”

Nancy passed one over, her lips kicking up at the corners as she glanced between them. Zoe scribbled her number across the paper and handed it to Leo, who folded it up and shoved it into his back pocket. He nodded at her before heading toward the clinic room door her mother had just gone through.

Zoe’s whole body loosened as she was left in relative privacy. She glanced at Nancy as the receptionist lowered her glasses and looked at her over the top of them like a principal.

“So, I’m guessing Veronica is my mother’s spaniel?” Zoe asked.

Nancy cocked her head to one side, “Y’all ain’t close, I’m guessin’?”

Zoe bit her tongue to hold back a snide retort. “No. I guess not.”

Nancy leaned forward, her elbows resting on the desk as she glanced to left and right. Zoe steeled herself for the ridiculous platitude she knew was coming. Nancy struck her as the type of woman who lived by what her fridge magnets said.

“You know what? Me and my mama never got along either. Not one day did we see the sun rise and set without a fight,” Nancy whispered. “You stand your ground, my girl. If stayin’ away means stayin’ sane, you do it.”

She turned back to her computer and started typing at a speed that shouldn’t have been legal. Zoe found herself smiling, shocked to her core by the unexpected solidarity from a relative stranger.

“Thanks,” she said sincerely. “I’m gonna head back, but, like I said, if you hear anything about that sample, will you email me over the results?”

“Hah! Not likely,” Nancy said, her eyes hardening. “If it comes from me, I’m gonna call you. Email is the devil’s work.”

Zoe hid a smile as she headed back outside. Nancy reminded her of a woman who used to come into the lobby of the Washington Express once a month. She would demand to speak to the ‘head journalist’ about a chip the government had planted in her head.

Harmless but crazy. There’s always one.

“Heard you were back.”

Zoe looked up to see a police car parked in front of the clinic. Sheriff Kissinger, who had been leaning against the driver’s door, came toward her.

“Oh, great,” she muttered and continued to her car, fumbling with her keys to try and unlock the door before he could say anymore. She was prevented from doing so, however, by his fingers coming to rest on the roof of the car beside her nose.

“Your mama’s been talkin’ about you comin’ home for days.”

“Has she,” Zoe said tonelessly. “Would you mind getting out of my way? I have places to be.”

“You haven’t changed, I see,” he said, his eyes narrowing at her. “Still the same old Zoe Fontaine, thinkin’ that she’s better than this town.”

“And you’re the same old sheriff, thinking the worst when I’m actually just existing,” she snapped, turning the key in the lock and opening the door, forcing him to step back.

“How’s Judy doin’?” the sheriff asked.

Zoe froze, her fingers curling, her nails digging so tightly into the metal that they ached. Just walk away.

“Last I heard,” he continued, “she sold every piece of jewelry your mother owned and ran off to the city.”

Zoe drew in a deep breath, forcing herself to meet his gaze even as a fluttering anxiety erupted inside her. “I’m not interested in a sparring match just now,” she gritted out. “Leo’s inside if you want to talk to him. I met your other deputies this morning and they were a lot more accommodating than you’ve just been. I might write them a nice Google review and mention them by name. Have a good day, Sheriff.”

She got into the car, and reversed out of the bay before he could say any more. Sheriff Kissinger watched her all the way to the road, his eyes dark and brooding beneath the brim of his hat. He was the same old bastard he’d always been, sticking his nose in everyone’s business whether he had any right to or not.

She headed back toward The Chronicle, trying to clear her mind of unpleasant memories and focus on the days’ events. I’m not going to let Mom or Kissinger derail my work. Not now, not ever.

The deer’s death was odd, and a doubt nagged at the back of her mind, refusing to settle. The cops had mentioned illegal poaching, but something told her that wasn’t the case. Didn’t poachers usually take the animal with them? And who was the man in the trees?

When she arrived back at the office, the same melancholy atmosphere greeted her, but she was relieved to find there was coffee and creamer in the small kitchen at the back, and she gratefully made herself a drink.

“Beanie” turned out to be the IT guy, who was actually pretty competent and had already set her up with an account and a press pass, and they’d assigned one of the several unused cubicles to her.

After a bleary-eyed explanation of the system they used, she logged into her computer, her fingers flexing happily against the keys. It was good to have something other than pain and worry to occupy her mind. As soon as she could access the internet, she searched through the West Virginia hunting regulations for the area. After finding several PDFs on the Division of Natural Resources website, she moved to Facebook to check the local hunting forums.

As she scrolled through the various photographs of bearded men holding guns and grinning at the camera, she reminded herself that there was every chance that the deer would turn out to be nothing—simply a case of an animal getting sick and dying of its own accord. But her gut was alert, like a bloodhound, poised and sniffing for a story. She couldn’t shake the suspicion that this was more than just a dead animal. Something was staring her in the face, she just couldn’t see it yet.
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Leo walked slowly across the town square toward the church, his hands in his pockets, enjoying the chill in the air.

He loved Sapphire Valley in the early morning, particularly in the spring. Mist curled along the edges of the road, a hazy light streaming from the streetlamps, and a suppressed quiet over everything. The world was easier when people were sleeping.

He walked quietly up the path to the church door as the pale disc of the sun tried its best to burn through the clouds above his head. The pastor was walking up and down the aisles, getting everything ready for the morning service, and Leo nodded to him as he entered, going straight to the rear of the church and taking a seat.

For a long time, he didn’t move, staring ahead of him and keeping perfectly still. Slowly, as he breathed in the air of the church, allowing his body to relax back against the seat, his mind cleared, his thoughts stilling as a calmness flooded through him. The stained-glass window above his head cast colored patterns across the floor as he breathed in the musty scent of the leather pew cushions. He sighed as the last remnants of tension faded from his shoulders. Leo closed his eyes, enjoying the shuffling rhythm of the pastor’s feet and the gentle sounds of the valley waking up around him.

After thirty minutes or so of his meditative state, Leo heard the pastor approach. He opened his eyes to see him hovering uncertainly on the edge of his vision, and Leo smiled as the man came to sit with him.

Pastor Kyle Underwood had been with the church for a relatively short period, but Leo liked him. He wasn’t pompous or self-righteous and seemed incapable of looking down on people, no matter how much trouble they were in.

“Would you like to do anything for the anniversary?” Kyle asked quietly without preamble. His voice was low and barely caused an echo in the quiet space.

A ripple of sadness passed through Leo—quick and familiar. Not so long ago, it would have been a wave dragging him under until he couldn’t breathe. Now, grief just touched him like this from time to time, a gentle reminder when his guard was down.

“I don’t know,” Leo murmured. “I was trying to think of what Freya might have wanted.”

“I know it sounds strange, but I’ve been wondering that too. A simple blessing or a prayer in the open somewhere, maybe? I know how important your spirituality is to you.” His kind eyes were sorrowful as he shook his head. “Or you can do nothing at all. Some people find that anniversaries bring unnecessary pressure. Whatever works for you.”

“Thanks, Kyle,” he said softly. “I’m still thinkin’ on it, but whatever I do, you’ll be involved. It might just be somethin’ small between us. Or I could ask her parents to come. I don’t know yet.”

There were shuffling footsteps behind them, and Leo turned to see Edith Bornstein making her way into the church. He was surprised she didn’t have one of her cats in her arms, as she had been known to do. Earlier in the year, one of them had gotten sick, and she’d brought it with her to church to heal it, cornering Leo to extol the virtues of the homeopathic therapies she had tried. Thankfully, he’d persuaded her that real medicine might work just as well, and the cat had recovered without incident. Mrs. Bornstein still had a very large bill she hadn’t paid at the clinic, however.

“Good morning, Dr. Rowden,” she said, formal as ever. She had never called him Leo and he similarly didn’t know anyone in town who called her Edith.

“Mrs. Bornstein,” he replied but turned back to the front of the church as quickly as he could. He had hoped to avoid too many people this morning, rising especially early for just that reason. Thankfully, Kyle seemed to recognize Leo’s shuttered feelings and went over to speak with Mrs. Bornstein himself, leaving Leo to the quiet.

It wouldn’t be long before the church began to fill up. He could do without forced small talk this morning. Maybe a walk through the woods would make things easier—Freya loved spending time among the trees.

It had been almost a year since the crash, yet it felt like it had happened yesterday. Some days were easier, and he would float through his life and barely think of her. Other days would beckon in a thought as soon as he woke up, and he’d spiral downward into a pit of memories he found impossible to climb out of.

He wanted to have some closure; that was all. Leo knew he couldn’t get her back, but having her ripped from his life so suddenly, so violently, had meant that he hadn’t fully processed that she was gone. Sometimes, he still thought she would walk through the door of the ranch, her wide smile on her face as if she’d just been out buying groceries.

As other members of the community began to enter, he listened to the steady muttering of voices and looked up at the window, trying to find the release and peace that he had been in search of for so long. But it wouldn’t come. As the date of Freya’s death loomed ahead of him, he found that he couldn’t settle his soul back into the rhythm of his life. He felt untethered, tumbling through the air, and no matter how he twisted and turned, he couldn’t right himself.

Rising, he nodded to Kyle and made a hasty retreat as he saw Mrs. Bornstein approaching him. He would have to open the clinic shortly, and if she needed veterinary advice, she could come to the door like everyone else.

He set off for the office on foot, thinking about his encounter with Zoe the day before as a reluctant smile spread over his face.

Zoe was a puzzle to him. Leo liked knowing what was coming, having a sense of routine and order to everything he did—now more than ever. Zoe was the definition of chaotic and impractical—she had been walking up a mountain road in high heels, for goodness’ sake. Yet the chaos that seemed to follow her everywhere hadn’t bothered him—somehow, her tangled life felt grounding in a way he couldn’t explain.

As he headed down the gentle hill toward the clinic, he frowned at the high fence of the empty lot behind the practice. He’d grown so accustomed to the sight of it that he’d stopped noticing it lately. Zoe’s questions sparked a renewed need to understand what was causing the delay and he intended to speak to the rep from Linman’s as soon as possible to find out if things would be moving forward.

He unlocked the practice door and stepped inside, letting it swing closed behind him. He took a deep, calming breath. The faint medical smell drifting through the building always made him happy—this was his space; he had built it from the ground up, and he was incredibly proud of it.

It wasn’t yet 9 a.m., but Nancy would be arriving soon, and he wanted to avoid her happy ramblings until he was in a better headspace. He went to his office, stopping en route to check in on the two animals they had been observing overnight.

The little terrier named Smokey, pitch black with huge soulful eyes, looked at him pitifully through the front of the cage.

“Hey there, buddy,” Leo said, sticking his fingers through the bars as the dog licked at them enthusiastically. “I reckon we can get you home today; you’re lookin’ a lot brighter.” Smokey wagged his little tail as Leo moved along to the cat they’d been giving fluids to overnight. She was feisty as hell, swiping at him through the bars and hissing angrily. Leo snatched his hand away an instant before the cat chomped down on him and smiled. “Well, I guess that means everybody’s feelin’ better.”

Once he was sitting at his computer, he loaded up his email, gratified to see that the report on the deer sample had already been sent back. Clicking on the link, he scrolled through the test results, feeling more and more confused as he reviewed their findings.

Taking a chance, he called the number Zoe had given him, hoping she was awake.

“…that’s what I said, Mrs. Bornstein,” he heard her say. “I’m going to put it on silent right now. Yes, I will,” then Zoe’s voice faded up. “Hello, Zoe Fontaine?”

“Hi Zoe, it’s Leo,” he said, smiling at her exasperated sigh. He could hear a door closing in the background. “Are you staying with Edith Bornstein? I didn’t even know she had boarders.”

“She doesn’t. She’s started renting a private room on Airbnb. Against her better judgment, I think. She definitely doesn’t like sharing her space, not that I blame her for that.”

“I just saw her at church; I’m surprised she’s home already.” He winced when he realized what he’d said and waited for the question he knew was coming.

“Church?” Zoe asked, sounding confused. “Aren’t you an atheist?”

Leo’s eyes moved to the photograph on the wall, his fingers tightening around the phone as the echo of desert sands whistled in his ears. “Not anymore.”

There was a brief pause, and Leo braced himself for Zoe’s journalistic instinct to kick in and drill him with questions.

“Right,” she said softly. “What’s up? You’re calling me awfully early. To what do I owe the pleasure of our first phone call?”

Relieved, Leo let out a breath. “I got the test results back about the deer. I wondered if you’d be interested in knowing what it had in its system.”

He could hear her scrabbling around for a piece of paper and felt his lips twitch again. If her room was anything like her car it was a miracle she found anything.

“Definitely!” she said, sounding a little muffled. “Let me just get my notepad.” There was a distant echo of a cat meowing around her feet. “Satan, if you trip me up, you don’t get any more midnight treats.”

“How’s it been stayin’ there?” Leo asked. “I think I’ve lost track of how many cats she owns.”

“Well, she makes a mean scrambled egg. Otherwise, she seems to hate me. So no different than if I were staying with my mom. Okay, I found my notes. So, what did Rudolph have for us?”

Leo scoffed. “One, she’s a female deer, and two, it’s March. You are not allowed to nickname her Rudolph.”

Zoe chuckled. “Alright. Exhibit A, then, what do we have, doc?”

Leo struggled to suppress a smile but couldn’t help himself—she was funny. That sharp wit of hers had been there since her days as a high school journalist, always managing to put him at ease.

“Well, a lot of things that seem odd,” he said, scrolling through the information the lab had sent back. “There’s traces of a drug called Xylazine which can be used to sedate larger animals, but there’s also paralytics, which doesn’t make sense to me. There’s no way they would be present naturally. Someone could have injected her with it or darted her, maybe? But sedation doesn’t explain her symptoms.”

“Would the Xylazine have knocked her out?”

“Yes, but it wouldn’t usually kill her.”

Zoe hummed, and there was a clang from the other end of the line. “If it was poachers like the cops said, why would they sedate her anyway? Surely, they’d just shoot her.”

“That was my thinking, too.” He scratched at his jaw, scrolling to the base of the report. “Frothing at the mouth can be caused by pulmonary edema—or fluid on the lungs, in layman’s terms. Pesticides could cause that, I suppose.” Leo chewed his lip, his mind fixating on the image of the severed hoof. “I’m wondering…” he trailed off, unwilling to speak the morbid thought aloud.

“What?”

“Well, I noticed something while we were at the site. I think they cut off the hoof while she was still alive.”

“Jesus, really? How can you tell?”

Leo sighed, shaking his head. “I hate to say it, but I’m pretty certain I’m right. Significant hemorrhaging around the cuts suggests the heart was still pumping when it was done. I reckon she could have been knocked out but not dead—poor girl.” He clenched his teeth, anger bubbling inside him at the thought.

“You’re sure?” Zoe’s breathing was coming faster now.

“Yeah, I’m almost certain she was alive when they cut off the feet.”

“They?”

“Him, her, whoever.”

He could hear Zoe drumming her fingernails against a hard surface. “I don’t get it.”

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“Well… think about it. You’re a poacher, even if you wanted to sedate her or cut off her feet or whatever might have happened, why do it there? It’s right by the road; out of season, you’re much more likely to get caught.”

“I guess. Maybe she was too heavy to move.”

“But poachers would come prepared for that, surely. Something’s not adding up.” She sighed. “Could it be environmental? If we took human involvement out of it completely. Could she have eaten some bad plant life or something? There’s poisonous plants in the woods, right?”

“Some, but the deer know to avoid them. Either from experience or taste and smell, they usually wouldn’t eat it, not an adult.” A car engine started up through the phone, and Leo glanced at the clock. “Where are you headin’ now?” he asked suspiciously.

“I thought I might go speak to Deputy Stanfield,” Zoe said. “He was a lot friendlier than Walker, and he might be more willing to answer my questions one-on-one.”

Leo chewed at his lip. “Listen, Zo, you might be making too much of this.”

“Hah! You sound like my boss.”

“I’m just sayin’, there are a myriad of things that could have caused it. I’m not sure the sheriff will be too happy with you poking around.”

“Look, you said yourself this is weird. It’s not your typical case of poaching, and if that’s the only angle they’re willing to look into, then it’s my job to think outside the box, right? I’ll keep you posted.”

She hung up, and Leo stared at the phone.

I guess if folks didn’t know Zoe Fontaine was back in town, they will soon enough.
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“Well, if it isn’t my favorite reporter!”

Zoe laughed as she closed the door of Sapphire Café against the chill and headed toward the counter. Seth had his long blond hair tied in a bun at the back of his head today. The warm atmosphere and scent of cinnamon made Zoe’s drooping eyelids feel even heavier. She leaned against the counter, assessing the to-go cups on display.

“How big do your coffees run here?” she asked. “Like, if I wanted a gallon, could you do that?”

Seth smirked, picking the largest one from the stack and spinning it expertly in his palm.

“Rough night, huh? You already chasin’ a big scoop?”

“Well, I had a run-in with a million cats and a rabid deer. Other than that, it’s been surprisingly free of criminals so far.” Seth shook his head. “Speaking of frothing at the mouth,” Zoe added, “could I have extra whip on my cappuccino to go?”

Seth grimaced, his eyes crinkling at the edges as he went to make her order. Zoe looked at the cakes, sandwiches, and croissants on display as her stomach growled loudly. She’d barely had any sleep the night before, doom-scrolling through old articles on her phone, and she realized just how hungry she was.

“What would you recommend for breakfast?” she asked, as Seth dumped a couple of espresso shots in the base of her cup and started frothing the milk.

“Can’t go wrong with our grilled cheese. I’ll heat it up for you.”

“Thanks, Seth,” she said as she walked to the end of the counter to wait for her order. The Sapphire Café was pretty empty that morning, but it had a friendly feel to it, none of the dead-eyed, huddled shapes she was used to in the Starbucks by her office back home.

Zoe looked up as Seth waved to someone out the window. He glanced at her and held up a finger.

“Could you give me one sec? I need to see to Mateo,” and he skipped out from behind the counter and trotted to the door. That was when Zoe saw a man standing outside who looked like he had had a rough year.

He was African-American, with salt and pepper hair that was coming out in clumps. The blanket over his shoulders was stained and threadbare, and his tired eyes looked hopeless as they connected with her own.

In DC, she would see homeless people everywhere, but in Sapphire Valley it was unusual enough for her to stop and watch him. Seth greeted him like an old friend, handing him a sandwich that Mateo took gratefully.

Zoe observed the exchange with interest, wondering what Mateo’s story might be, but that would have to wait for another day. Seth tripped back inside with a broad grin.

“Sorry about that,” he said cheerfully as he got back to her coffee. “Mateo usually stops by in the mornings, and I like to make sure he gets his breakfast.”

“Does he live around here?” Zoe asked, already suspecting what the answer might be but not wanting to assume the worst without confirmation.

“Nah. They’ve tried to get him into housing, but he avoids the cops whenever he can. He keeps to himself and doesn’t seem interested in bein’ ‘saved’ either. He just wants a quiet life. Can’t say I blame him.”

Seth put her coffee on the counter, placed her sandwich in the oven, and turned back to her, putting his hands on his hips as his brow furrowed.

“What was it you said about the animal thing?”

“Oh, Mrs. Bornstein. She has about fifteen cats, I think, although I haven’t managed to count them all.”

“No, the other thing, something about a rabid deer?”

Zoe sipped her coffee and groaned appreciatively as Seth beamed at her reaction. “Sorry I was being flippant,” she said quickly. “It wasn’t rabid per se, but it was frothing at the mouth. It died up in the forest, and they can’t work out the reason.”

Seth scratched his head, looking perplexed. “Well, it’s not exactly the same thing, but I got a drinkin’ buddy who I meet on the regular. He was talkin’ about somethin’ up on the farmland a while back. We go to the Red Lantern a few times a month, and he mentioned it.”

“The Red Lantern’s still open?” Zoe asked. “Man, that brings me back.”

Seth leaned against the counter, his arms folded, showing off a full tattoo sleeve on one side. “Sure is! Changed a bit since we were kids, though. You can’t use the pool table unless you pay now.”

“That’s unacceptable. Smackin’ the balls out of that thing was a rite of passage.” The oven started to beep, and Seth removed her sandwich and wrapped it up in a paper bag for her.

“So your buddy had something similar at his farm?” Zoe asked, glancing up at the wall behind the bar. Suddenly, the antlers that were displayed there came into sharper focus and she noticed a board to her right with a poster stapled to it that read “Opening Hours during Turkey Season.” She swirled her coffee, watching Seth with renewed interest.

“Not his farm, no. He works with Animal Control. It’s just what you said about that stuff around the mouth,” he continued. “Somethin’ similar happened a while back with some sheep, and the farmer was real worried about rabies, but it turned out to be nothin’. This freak stuff happened, and then they got better. None of them died. You said the deer was dead?”

“Yeah. The cops think it was poachers without a license.”

Seth groaned. “Figures. They had so much trouble with that last spring. Probably the same assholes who come here every year.”

She nodded at the antlers behind him curiously. “You a hunter, Seth?”

He grinned proudly. “Sure am. I been huntin’ in these woods for most of my life. It’s the people who abuse it who ruin it for everyone else. If I kill a deer, I make it last, and I don’t abuse my right to do it. One deer can feed me for a whole year if stored properly.”

He handed over her sandwich and Zoe nodded at him gratefully. “I don’t doubt it. Thanks for the coffee. This is really good.”

“Yeah. I’m also the best barista in the state,” he said solemnly without a trace of sarcasm. “See you around, Fontaine.”

She headed out of the café, noticing Mateo making his way across the street, watching his shuffling gait as he went down an alley. Turning right, she headed over the crosswalk toward the sheriff’s department, taking a bite of her sandwich as her stomach growled loudly again.

The last thing she wanted was another run-in with Kissinger, but she was eager to pick Stanfield’s brain about what Seth had just told her.

As she walked through the doors, it was clear that the sheriff’s offices were well-kept but in need of some repairs. The furniture was dated, and the leather padding on the chairs chipped and cracked against the frames. A flickering light above her head hinted at years of deferred maintenance, and everything was in need of a fresh lick of paint.

There was a young Latina at the front desk who greeted her cordially and indicated which door led to the main offices. Zoe found herself warming to the place; the stale scent of coffee lingered in the air, and it reminded her of her apartment block in the city.

She found Stanfield at his desk typing on his computer, his fingers moving rapidly over the keys, an expression of deep concentration on his face. She hovered, observing the rest of the department, which had the distinct feeling of a sleepy small town. One of the walls opposite her had several posters advertising community events from a few months before. A solitary goldfish swam lazily around a fish tank behind one of the deputy’s desks.

She glanced back at Stanfield, seizing her moment to interrupt as he picked up his phone. The familiar Wordle homepage popped up on the screen.

“I didn’t know anyone else still played that game,” she said, and Stanfield’s head whipped around. He raised his eyebrows in surprise before giving a bashful chuckle.

“I’m terrible at it. Have you tried Quordle? I’m terrible at that, too.”

Zoe pushed off the wall and came over to his desk. “You got any letters? Maybe I can help.”

“P and R, no A or E,” he said, leaning back in his chair and turning his phone so she could see where the letters fitted.

“Proud?” she suggested, and he typed it in, tutting under his breath.

“Your mom always said you were smart.”

Zoe’s stomach clenched instantly as Stanfield turned back to his computer, his shoulders hunching as he rubbed a hand over his forehead, reading through what he’d written on the screen. Zoe noted the coffee ring stains all over his desk and cursed herself for not buying him one on the way over.

“I spoke to Leo about the deer this morning,” she said gently. Walker had entered the room on the other side and was sorting through some paperwork, giving them a side-eye.

“Oh yeah?” Stanfield asked. He gestured vaguely behind him at a printout of the report on a stack of papers. “He emailed over the lab results. Weird as hell.”

Zoe picked up the report, running her eye over it. “Do you still think it was poachers?” she asked, and Stanfield nodded.

“I do. Only because I seen this type of thing before. But I get it, not their regular MO—but you get some strange types in these parts.” He shook his head as he turned back to her. His eyes fell on the report, and he held out his hand, sighing with exasperation as she handed it back. “What you doin’ here anyhow? You on the case, Officer Fontaine?” he asked, but his eyes danced with amusement.

“I’m giving it a shot,” she said, perching herself on the edge of his desk. “I heard there had been some farm animals with similar symptoms in the area. You know anything about that?”

Stanfield shrugged. “Yeah, I know about it. But that case was small beer. The main issue was the farmer in question, who kicked up a stink. Some sheep got sick up at Watt’s place. You ever meet him?”

Zoe picked at the lid of her coffee cup, a memory surfacing of a late-night joy ride and her and her friends throwing rocks at old barn windows. Lucas Watt had hated kids—understandably so—and reported any teenager for even the slightest misdemeanor. But he’d also attended every one of the town fairs, his prickly demeanor softening as he made sure to support his local community.

“Sure. I remember Watt just fine. How come the law got involved in sick sheep?”

“He was ornery about it, telling Kissy,” the deputy’s face froze, “uh… Sheriff Kissinger, to look into it because he thought kids were feedin’ ‘em something toxic for kicks. But there wasn’t any evidence to speak of, so it all dried up in the end.”

Zoe sipped her coffee, watching the goldfish make a leisurely turn around the tank.

“So if you reckon the deer was poachers, what do you think happened to the sheep? Not a lot of poaching with farm animals.”

Stanfield was watching her carefully now, his eyes narrowing. “To be honest, I just put it down to bad luck, and so did the sheriff. There’re so many diseases on a farm, I grew up around all of that. If it ain’t rabies or parasites, it’ll be Bluetongue. Sheep fall ill due to a lot of things, and Lucas Watt is a bad-tempered old fool. He’s been quiet lately, and I prefer him that way.”

She nodded. Stanfield’s eyes had started to gleam with curiosity, and she didn’t want to push her luck. “This coffee’s good,” she said smoothly, turning it around to show the stamp of Sapphire Café on the side.

“Oh man,” Stanfield patted his stomach. “Seth does the best almond croissants. I swear to God I could get fat for weeks off that man.”

Zoe laughed, making a mental note to send a box of croissants over as a thank-you for his help. It never hurt to keep law enforcement on your side, and Kissinger definitely wasn’t her biggest fan.

She thanked Stanfield and headed back out into the chilly day, draining her coffee cup and tossing it in the trash. Her hip had started to ache as she walked, and she paused on the step, catching her breath.

As the wind whistled around her, she looked up the street toward the Skywolf clinic and found her feet heading for it without conscious thought. She had a hunch she might find more answers there but couldn’t explain why.

When she walked through the door, she kept her eyes peeled for her mother, but there wasn’t a patient in sight. Melody was in the back counting tablets into a pill bottle and looked up as the door swung closed.

“Hi, Zoe. Are you here to see Leo?” Her eyebrows lifted slightly, a guarded look flickering across her face.

At that look, Zoe changed her mind about finding Leo and shook her head. “Actually, I wanted to ask you something. Are you free at the moment?”

“Sure! Why don’t you come into the clinic room for a sec? Nancy, do I have any other patients scheduled?”

“Not until three,” Nancy said. The receptionist was wearing a t-shirt with the Statue of Liberty on it today, and a bright red bandana swept back over her head. Zoe couldn’t get a read on Nancy at all; she seemed entirely out of place in the town.

She followed Melody into the clinic room, which was small and clean, with pictures all over the walls. There were several of Leo trekking over the Blue Ridge Mountains. He looked happy, grinning at the camera, his sunglasses reflecting the sun.

“What can I help you with? This isn’t an interview, is it?” Melody asked, moving a thick roll of plastic bags to the side of the room and leaning against the counter.

“Definitely not,” Zoe said, laughing. “I wanted to ask you something about this deer business.”

Melody shuddered expressively. “I can’t stand the idea of killing animals for sport. It doesn’t make any sense to me.”

“The cops seem pretty dead-set on it being poachers. But I don’t know if I agree.”

Melody’s eyes widened. “You don’t?”

“I like to keep my options open,” she said with a smile. “I thought I’d ask if you knew of any other incidents. Domestic pets, for example?”

The nurse raised her eyebrows. “What do you mean?”

“Well, I wondered about contamination. Maybe there’s something that’s causing the animals to get ill but isn’t severe enough that they die. Apparently, there were some farm animals that got sick, and I wondered if any pets had had respiratory problems like the deer.”

Melody stilled, standing up straighter as she met Zoe’s gaze, her eyes alight and alert. “Respiratory problems? I thought it was shot.”

“No. Not as far as Leo could tell. He said that the frothing around the mouth might indicate suppressed breathing from sedation, but he didn’t rule out poisoning.”

Melody pulled her ponytail over her shoulder, beginning to plait the strands together anxiously. “Lord, I didn’t realize,” her fingers fluttered through her hair, teeth worrying her bottom lip.

Zoe stepped forward. “What is it?”

“Well, it’s just like you said. I’ve had a couple of cases recently, pets showing signs of distress, symptoms that could have been poisoning, but I didn’t connect the dots. You really think they could be linked?”

“I’m not sure, in all honesty,” Zoe said carefully, “but anything that might be connected could help.”

Melody gave her a weak smile. “Well, there was a cat and a dog that came in last week. We get dozens of patients a day, you understand, but I remember these two because they’d both recently gone missing from their homes. The owners brought them in to get checked out, just to be sure they were okay. The dog was in a lot better shape than the cat. He had been vomiting that morning, but I gave him some anti-nausea meds, and he brightened right up. The cat, on the other hand, had all the signs of havin’ ingested something. But I thought it was probably pollen after talking to the owner.”

Zoe was making notes on her phone and paused. “Pollen?”

“Yeah, like lily stamens? They’re extremely toxic to cats. There’s an orange lily called a Day Lily that a lot of people have because it’s so beautiful when it flowers. But if a cat gets even a tiny amount of the pollen into its system, it can cause kidney failure and all sorts of problems.”

“I had no idea. Was the cat okay?”

“She was lethargic and had been sick too. I kept her in for the day, but she recovered, and I sent her home. Neither of them was severe enough to keep them overnight. If I’d known about this before, I would have said somethin’.”

“Thanks, Melody, this is all really useful.”

“The thing I’m most concerned about is all the pets going missin’,” she continued. “There are usually a few lost cats and dogs, but recently, I’ve noticed an uptick in cases. Several of them disappear for a few days and then turn up again. It’s just odd, is all. I’m glad those two got home safe and there was no lasting damage anyhow.”

Zoe pocketed her phone and looked back at Melody, asking the other question that had been burning in her mind ever since she had seen her with Leo.

“If you don’t mind me asking, are you and Leo an item?”

Melody blushed and shook her head. “Oh, no, not for years. We dated a little after high school, but it was never anything serious. We decided to study veterinary medicine together, but when we were at college, things ended between us when… well, no is the answer,” she gave a nervous laugh. “We’re not together anymore.” Melody was fidgeting, the blush spreading over her cheeks. “You really think we might have contamination on our hands?” she asked.

Zoe paused, her pulse quickening when she considered what might happen if that rumor got around town. People didn’t like their peace being disturbed unless there was good reason.

She shrugged. “I’m just covering every avenue I can. Most likely, the pets are unrelated to the deer, and it’ll all turn out fine once we have more information. I’m really grateful to you, though.”

Melody was watching her with a strange expression, almost one of wariness, but it cleared quickly, and she nodded. “Well, if I can be of any more use, then let me know.”

Zoe smiled. “You already have been—more than you know.”
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Zoe’s heels clicked over the sidewalk as she returned to her car, her thoughts churning. A few sick animals on their own didn’t make a story—but if there was a link between them, her contamination theory might be given some weight. She checked the time, deciding now was as good a time as any to pay Lucas Watt a visit.

She held her breath as she approached her car, scanning the windshield for the telltale flash of yellow. Tripp had a bet going in DC as to whether she’d rack up the most parking fines that year. The number she had already collected had become a running joke. She breathed a sigh of relief when she saw that it was clear, other than a few leaves that had fallen from a nearby tree. A small victory, maybe, but she’d take it.

“Zoe!”

She stopped, afraid to turn in case she bumped into her mother again ahead of their family dinner that evening. Instead, she was amazed to see Lucy Symanski, an old school friend, approaching her.

At least, it looked like Lucy—her face, her eyes—but she seemed to be inhabiting an entirely different body. She was waving her arm gracefully as she trotted across the street, her hair tied with bright, fluttering strands of fabric. A long amulet dangled from her neck, and her wrists sparkled with bangles that caught the weak sunlight. Her clothes flowed behind her like fairy wings. The overall picture was so overwhelming that Zoe barely had time to process it until Lucy was almost on top of her.

“Lucy!” Zoe exclaimed in shock as the billowing fairy took her into her arms and hugged her tightly to her chest as Zoe’s spine went rigid.

“Oh, Zoe! I thought that was you. Seth told me that you were back in town, and I didn’t believe him! I couldn’t imagine that you would have come back from Washington DC to this old place.”

Her enthusiasm and the hug had blindsided Zoe, and she took a moment to step away and compose herself. She shifted uncomfortably, unsure what to say. Zoe was usually good at small talk and making conversation spring up from nothing. Still, something about Lucy’s effervescence made her feel like a shy teenager again—it wasn’t a pleasant feeling.

They had been good friends in high school, but that felt like a lifetime ago. At that time, Lucy had been an emo chick with tattoos popping up on every limb, black nail polish, and a brooding attitude. Now, she looked like someone who had stumbled out of Woodstock.

“I’m sorry, I’m a hugger,” Lucy said, leaning back and flapping her hands awkwardly. “I’m just so excited to see you.”

“You look amazing,” Zoe said, and she meant it. Lucy had always had a superior, bullish way of speaking to people, but the flowing clothes and jewels cascading from her body gave her an ethereal, whimsical presence that was much more approachable.

“Hah! Bit different from high school, huh?” Lucy said, her eyes shifting up toward the hills and back. “What are you doing down here?”

“Oh, well, I’m back for a few weeks. I had a bit of an accident…”

Zoe snapped her mouth shut. Why the hell did I tell her that?

“Um… nothing serious,” she finished, giving a nervous laugh. “But the doctors said that I needed to get some rest.”

“That would explain it. I knew there had to be a reason. This is the place for rest and relaxation,” Lucy exclaimed, nudging her with her elbow. It was probably meant to be playful, but her bones were surprisingly sharp. “Seth said you’re working with the Chronicle?”

Zoe paused, her mouth hanging open like a fish. “How did he find that out?”

“Oh, you know this place. News travels fast.”

Zoe sighed heavily, running a hand briskly through her hair. “I like to keep busy. I’m just looking into a few things for Rick.”

“Well, the word is he needs all the help he can get if you know what I mean,” Lucy said, leaning into her and lowering her voice. Zoe frowned, not appreciating her tone or the way she rolled her eyes as if Rick were some kind of moron. Lucy gave her an assessing gaze. “You look so well, so thin! Have they been feedin’ you in the city?” She laughed as Zoe plucked at her shirt awkwardly. “I love your hair. It suits you shorter.”

“Thanks.”

There was an awkward silence, and Lucy’s bright blue eyes held her gaze for an uncomfortably long time.

“We should go for coffee,” Zoe blurted, regretting the words as soon as they left her mouth.

“That would be wonderful! We should drop in on Seth and make it a threesome. I’m sure he’d love to catch up.”

“Sounds good. Let’s meet in a few days. I’ve still got so much to sort out.”

“Of course, of course. I’ve gotta run, too. I’ve got so much to crochet before the St. Patrick’s Day market.”

“You crochet?”

“Like a demon!” Lucy pulled her crocheted bag over her shoulder to demonstrate. She rummaged inside it, revealing several strange items, including half an unwrapped avocado in the depths. “Here it is! I have cards now!” she said brightly, handing one over. Zoe glanced down at it in bewilderment. “Take care now!”

“Uh… bye!” Zoe called after her as Lucy floated away, walking straight into the road and nearly getting mown down by a red truck that honked its horn at her angrily. She just breezed by, waving at it like it wasn’t even there.

Zoe shook her head. The Lucy she knew would probably have slashed his tires. She looked back at the card in her hand. It was a simple design with a crystal printed on the front and “Lucy’s Tarot Readings” beneath it in gold lettering.

She tucked it into her jeans to worry about later. Just like when she was a child, the town got weirder the longer she lived in it. She started the car, heading for the Watt Farm, hoping there, at least, she might find answers to some of her questions.
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Lucas Watt’s farm was about ten miles out of town and located exactly between Whistle Falls and Sapphire Valley. As she approached, Zoe could see the huge shape of Linman Pharmaceuticals on the horizon. Watt’s land butted right up against it.

She pulled to a stop beside a huge shed. There were five or six dairy cows inside, mooing loudly as they fed from a trough in front of them. Zoe got out of the car, nodding to them politely, and felt her heel sink into the mud beneath her feet. Heading to the trunk, she grabbed her boots and leaned against the car to switch her shoes. When she looked up, she saw Lucas Watt watching her from one of the sheds up ahead.

Whereas a lot of rural farms had old equipment and ramshackle buildings everywhere, this one was clean and organized. Nothing looked out of place, and despite the mud, it was all crisp lines and minimal fuss.

The main house was a large red brick building with white pillars out front and neat bushes that formed a low wall around the entrance. The mountains stretched behind it, green trees as far as the eye could see. The laboratory above was like a great hulking creature squatting on the mountainside, staring down on the farm at its feet. Zoe slammed the trunk closed. Every time she got close to that place, her palms started to sweat.

She made her way along the track between two large sheds. She could hear the distant bleating of sheep on the hillside. Several chickens skittered around her feet, pecking the ground and her boots with interest.

Lucas Watt hadn’t taken his eyes off her since she got out of her car, and his expression was not friendly.

“Morning!” she called, waving an arm as he remained in the same position, one hand hooked into his belt. There was a shuffling from the shed behind him, and suddenly Leo popped his head around the wall, his arm sheathed in a long plastic glove, covered in a slick brown goo.

“Zoe,” he said in confusion. “What are you doin’ out here? You come to help with the insemination or somethin’?”

She came to a stop, noting the skeptical expressions on both of their faces. Lucas Watt looked her up and down like she was some kind of alien creature from another planet. Irritation bloomed in her chest. “Sure,” she replied without missing a beat. “You got another glove I could use?”

Leo chuckled, but his smile died when he looked at Watt’s face. The farmer was frowning at Zoe; his arms now crossed over his chest.

He was likely in his late sixties. She vaguely remembered his face around town when she had been growing up, but they’d never interacted much. His skin was leathery from too much time in the sun, white lines cracked across the surface. From the look of them, it was clear the man smiled occasionally, but it didn’t seem like there was any danger of that just at the moment.

“I’m sorry to bother you, Mr. Watt,” Zoe said, putting on her friendliest smile in the face of his scowl. “I wondered if I might ask you some questions.”

Leo headed back into the shed where a large metal frame had been erected, a cow standing inside it with its back to them. As she watched, he inserted the full length of his arm back up her rear end. Zoe looked away, feeling queasy.

I sure am glad I chose journalism over medicine.

“What kind of questions?” Watt growled, spitting onto the ground beside him. Watt was taller than Leo and towered over Zoe’s 5’6” frame, but she refused to be intimidated. It took a lot more than that to bother her—unless he owned an unmarked SUV.

“I was with Leo yesterday. Cops found a dead deer in the woods.” Zoe noted a tensing of Leo’s shoulders. “Deputy Stanfield mentioned you had some problems a while back with some of your animals. I thought I’d come and speak to you about it.”

“Oh, you thought that, did you?” he asked coldly. “Well, Stanfield is right. I had a few sheep got sick. Sheriff didn’t give a damn. Leo came to look at ‘em and fixed ‘em up. That was that.”

His gaze was dark and angry, and she found herself unable to hold it, looking away and up the hill to the laboratory. “This place has changed a bit since I was young,” she attempted, changing tack. Watt spat on the ground again.

“Expanded it since you was a kid. You’re the same year as Leo, right?”

“One year below.”

“’Least he did somethin’ useful with his education. I read your article about Brett Conway’s death. Wanna drag a good man through the dirt, do ya?”

Zoe stood her ground, looking back at him directly now. No one was going to tell her she was ill-informed about Brett Conway, especially not some farmer in the middle of nowheresville.

“You know a lot about him, do you?” she asked, aware that she should let it lie but unable to fight the anger bubbling beneath her skin.

“He was the mayor of Whistle Falls and a damned good man. You dragged up a load of bull about his past you ain’t even got evidence for.”

“You can believe what you like, Mr. Watt—”

“Sure as hell I can,” he snapped, walking toward her using his height to deliberately loom over her. “Was there anythin’ else you wanted, ma’am, because I got more important things to be doing than wastin’ my time talkin’ to you.”

He was breathing heavily, and the intensity of his aggression surprised her. Zoe put her hands on her hips, nodding toward the sheep in the distance.

“What was it you thought had caused the sickness?” she asked.

“There wasn’t anything obvious,” Leo interjected quickly from the shed. He glanced back at her, with a warning look. “All six of ‘em got shots, and they’re right as rain now.”

Leo pulled his arm free of the cow and slipped off the glove, turning to face them as he made a note on a pad of paper in front of him. His eyes darted between them; his expression grim.

Well, Watt already hates my guts, I might as well twist the knife.

“So, you have no idea what could have caused it?” she asked.

Watt growled at the back of his throat, his expression turning thunderous. Leo took a step forward just as the farmer did the same, almost pushing Zoe over as his chest nearly collided with hers.

“You listen here, city girl, you don’t come walkin’ onto my property and tellin’ me I ain’t runnin’ a tight ship. You think I don’t care for these animals every single day? You think I wouldn’t notice somethin’ like that if there was anythin’ to see? The people came, they done their tests, and there ain’t nothin’ wrong with my animals or this land, that clear?”

Zoe kept her feet firmly planted, staring up at him, her heart pounding rapidly at the anger in his eyes. There was rage there—pure, white-hot rage—that seemed far too intense for such a simple question.

Leo took another step forward just as Watt rounded on him. “What the hell are you doing bringin’ your friends here and messin’ around with my head, huh? You’re as bad as the rest of them!” Watt shouted, and Leo put his hands up defensively.

“I didn’t say nothin’ about it,” he protested.

“Sure, but you know her. She’s here because you tipped her off.”

“I did not, Lucas. Zoe has a head on her shoulders just like everybody else, she’s a journalist and probably thought you’d answer her questions.”

“Well, she was damned wrong then!” Watt turned back to her, his arm almost striking Zoe across the cheek as he threw it out in exasperation. “You get out of here, you hear me? My family’s been workin’ this land for generations. Sheep get sick, it’s a hazard of the job, and you wouldn’t know a ewe’s ass from her nose, so don’t come here tellin’ me how to care for my own farm.”

Then Watt stormed away toward the house, kicking a stone out sharply, which skipped across the mud and smacked against the front of Zoe’s car with a forlorn little clink.

Zoe composed herself, taking in deep breaths as her heart rate slowly settled again. She flicked a glance at Leo, who raised his eyebrows at her accusingly, and she scoffed in response. Does he think I asked for that or something?

She turned on her heel, heading back to her car.

The fury, the rage inside Lucas Watt just made her all the more certain that something was amiss. Why was he so defensive, who were the ‘people’, and what were their ‘tests’?

She looked up at the laboratory as she slammed the driver’s door. There was no movement that the naked eye could see—it looked like a ghost town.

What did Watt mean that I was messing with his head? Has someone else been asking the same questions as me?

Either way, the whole thing reeked of secrecy, and she’d gotten too good at sniffing out what people were hiding to ignore this.
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Leo threw the rest of his equipment back in his truck, lifting the nitrogen tank and carefully placing it inside as he closed the tailgate.

Why the hell did Zoe have to ask Watt those questions? Couldn’t she see he was gettin’ agitated?

Leo sighed, heading toward the main house. The front door was open, and he walked straight in, heading to the back, where he could hear Watt moving around.

The hallways of the old house were cramped and low, and Leo had to duck slightly as he entered the small living room at the rear of the building.

It was a quaint little space. Watt had told him that he’d kept it pretty much the same as his father had had it before him. It was a mixture of the old and the new. There was a painting of a bear above the fireplace, with a gun below it, and a tiny rocking chair beside the grate that was clearly used by one of the farm dogs, the cushion overflowing with loose fur.

A small stool with a bright yellow sunflower sat before a large armchair in front of the TV, and there was a totem pole in one corner with an owl at the top, its wings outstretched across the narrow space. Its eyes seemed to follow Leo around the room.

Watt was sitting in front of the TV, brooding and angry. The set was off, and he didn’t look like he had plans to turn it on.

“It’s three hundred dollars for the day, Lucas,” Leo muttered as the man’s shoulders tensed even further.

“What, you think I’m not good for it?” he grumbled.

“Is that what I said?” Leo asked gently.

“I read some of the articles that woman’s written. Reporters are just out for what they can get, use and abuse, that’s all she was ever good for. I remember Zoe Fontaine just fine; her sister Judy was a wrong’un, too.”

“Lucas, you don’t know anything about their family,” Leo said firmly.

Lucas quieted then, just as he often did when someone challenged him. Leo didn’t have any time for people treating others with disrespect. Lucas got his way in the town because he was well known, and a lot of people were scared of him—Leo didn’t count himself among their number.

“You lost your temper because she asked you some simple questions. You think that was fair?”

“They ain’t simple when she’s accusin’ Linmans of all sorts. I’m sick of all that mitherin’ about it.”

“She didn’t even mention the laboratory.”

“She didn’t have to. People like her don’t know the good that Linmans done in this community. Hell, they paid for half this house when that tree came down. They didn’t have to do that for nothin’ but charity.”

“I know that,” Leo said softly, coming into the room and looking down at Watt. “But you blew up at her for nothing, is all I’m sayin’.”

“If I’d known you was sweet on her, I wouldn’t have got so mad,” Watt said absently, and Leo’s stomach turned over, his throat tightening unpleasantly at the implications of that statement.

“I’m not ‘sweet on her’, I barely know her,” Leo said icily. “She just happened to show up yesterday about that deer is all.”

Watt glanced up at him, shifting his weight uncomfortably as he shrugged a shoulder. “Sorry. I didn’t mean nothin’ by it.”

Leo wanted to lash out at the old man for daring to imply there was anything going on between him and Zoe, but he chose to keep his mouth shut, just like he always did.

“What’s got you in such a spin anyhow?” he asked.

Lucas glanced up at him, his bushy eyebrows lowering. “It’s them sheep, ain’t it. We don’t know what happened to ‘em, do we? It don’t sit right that we couldn’t work out what was up with them.”

“I don’t think it’s anything sinister, Lucas. Just a fluke at the wrong time. She’s investigating possibilities. That’s what reporters do.”

Lucas nodded. “I’ll pay you soon as the money comes in next week.”

“There’s no rush, you know that.”

“Sorry about what I said,” Lucas added awkwardly.

“It’s alright,” Leo replied, offering a handshake in conciliation.

“See you next week.” Lucas said with a short nod. Leo headed back to his truck, feeling a little lighter in himself that he’d smoothed things over with Lucas. The last thing he needed was to get on the wrong side of such a central figure in the community.

He climbed into his truck and headed back to the clinic, hoping that Nancy had kept his morning free the following day. He was exhausted, his head constantly filled with thoughts of Freya’s anniversary that seemed to drain the life right out of him.

It had been two weeks since he’d slept a full night through, and he was starting to worry his insomnia was coming back. He’d managed to conquer it a couple of months after Freya’s passing but now it was like she’d set up shop at the back of his brain again and wouldn’t let him rest.

Every turn in the road and every building in the town reminded him of her, and the ache in his chest hadn’t eased for days. He gripped the wheel hard enough for the stitching to imprint on his fingertips.

He pulled into the parking lot, frowning as he looked through the windows of the clinic to see Nancy up a ladder in the reception area. His mind suddenly filled with the health and safety checks he’d been putting off; he jumped out of the truck and ran inside as quickly as he could.

“Nancy, what are you doin’? You shouldn’t be up there unsupervised!” he called up to her.

“Can you smell that?” Nancy’s head was inside the tiling of the ceiling, but she didn’t look down at him.

“Smell what…?” He stopped. There was an unpleasant odor coming from somewhere. It wasn’t strong, just faint enough that occasionally he would catch the scent. “What is that?”

“That’s what I was tryin’ to find out,” Nancy yelled.

“Would you come down? You’re givin’ me palpitations. If you fall, your husband is gonna sue my ass.”

Nancy chuckled as she carefully climbed down from the ladder as Leo stood at the bottom keeping it steady.

“I thought a raccoon might have crawled up there and died or somethin’. I don’t know what it says about me that I know the smell of rotting flesh. It’s like when we had a rat under our freezer. Dogs found it in the end, guts falling out all over the place.”

“Lovely,” Leo said as Melody appeared from the back.

“Oh, hey Leo!” she said with a gleaming smile, “I didn’t know you were back already. How did it go at the farm?”

“Good. All five cows are done. I’ll go back in April and see if it’s taken.”

“How was Lucas?” Nancy asked dryly, her eyes narrowing. There was a rivalry between the Ashwoods and the Watts that went back years, but no one had ever explained to him what had caused it; he suspected neither family could even remember.

“He was alright. Took a chunk out of Zoe, but other than that, seemed fine.”

“Why was Zoe there?” Melody asked sharply, and Leo glanced at her, the usual feeling of discomfort rearing its head. It always seemed to him that Melody wanted something from him that he had no interest in giving, and ever since he’d hired her, he had been of two minds as to whether or not it had been a mistake.

“She came up to the farm to ask Lucas some questions about his sheep. Do you remember a few months back a bunch of them got sick?”

Melody relaxed. “Oh yeah! She came askin’ about the pets, too.”

“What pets?” Leo asked abruptly.

“I meant to tell you. There was a dog and a cat that came in recently, and they had the same respiratory issues that the deer had—or so Zoe said. She wondered if the two of them might be related.”

Leo shook his head. “She’s not interested in making any friends, is she? Got some idea about contamination in her head when there’s nothin’ to show for it.”

“That’s what I said,” Melody piped up.

“You never know what the government is hiding,” Nancy said darkly. “They put fluoride in the water in the 1940s to control our minds. There’s proof of it.”

A silence fell across the lobby as it often did when Nancy came out with stuff like that. Leo bit his tongue to stop himself from laughing as he caught Melody’s eye. This was nothing new—if there was a conspiracy theory that Nancy hadn’t heard of it was a very rare thing.

“Listen,” Leo said quickly, “I’ll go out the back and check the animals and see if I can find out what’s goin’ on with that smell. All we need now is to have a dead raccoon stinking up the place.”

“I’m handy with a sledgehammer,” Nancy quipped, and Leo walked away, hoping she didn’t have one close by. He wouldn’t put it past her.

He wandered into the back, but it was just the same spicy cat on her final round of observation. The terrier had been sent home, and nothing smelled odd as he moved around the walls.

The smell didn’t seem to be present in any of the back rooms, and he returned to reception feeling stumped. As he passed through the back corridor on the left of their medical room, he sniffed again. There was a small window looking out onto the rear parking lot, and the smell was much more prominent.

As soon as he stepped out into the lot, he felt a wave of apprehension pass through him and sucked in a breath. Nancy was right; it was the smell of rotting flesh.

He glanced around, noting that the mud around the windows had been disturbed.

He could now hear a buzzing sound coming from somewhere, though, and as he listened, his gut churning, his eyes alighted on the dumpsters below the window.

Approaching them, he knew instantly that he had found the source of the smell. It was much stronger here, and the stench of putrid flesh made him gag. Pulling his shirt up over his nose and mouth he approached slowly, taking a deep breath before he pushed open the lid.

A swarm of bluebottles erupted in a column of buzzing madness around him as he swatted at them, and the smell hit him full in the face.

He coughed, stepping back, trying not to throw up at the intensity of it.

Once he had gathered himself for a few seconds, he went back to the dumpster and peered inside. Cold fear crept through him at what he saw.

Amid the other trash, thrown there like garbage, were the bodies of two cats. Leo took in the grisly scene in horror. Both cats had been skinned, the red flesh exposed all over their limp bodies, their eyes gouged out of their heads where maggots were wriggling wildly.

“Nancy!” Leo shouted. “Call the cops.”
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Zoe peered through the windshield, looking for her mother’s road as she tried to tamp down the wave of nausea that threatened to rear its head. She was dreading the dinner with every cell in her body.

The familiar roads felt like a haunting vision of the past, looming over her like a shroud. As she continued down the tree-lined avenue, her car display lit up with a call from Tripp. She answered quickly, sighing in relief, half-hoping there was some emergency in DC, and he would ask her to come back.

“She lives!” Tripp said irritably. “Does Sapphire Valley have no reception or something? I’ve called you twice.”

“Well, make up your mind. Do you want me to rest, or don’t you?”

“Touché,” he grumbled, and then his voice softened a little. “You doing okay?”

“Better by the day. How’s the office? Holding up without me?”

“Jarvis sends his best.”

“Uh-huh. I’ll bet he does. ‘Please make sure she doesn’t come back,’ more like.”

“That’s not how it is. He values you, Zo, you know that. But you do enjoy yanking his chain. Jarvis has one job, and that’s to impress the higher-ups—he does as he’s told, that’s why he needs reporters like you.”

“Still, I’ll bet he is thrilled to be rid of me for a few weeks,” she grumbled.

“That’s his short-sightedness if he is. You’re the best reporter I have.”

“Oh my God, Tripp, you’re gonna make me cry,” she muttered as he scoffed through the phone.

“Less of the snark, please. Where are you anyhow?”

“I have dinner with the fam, tonight.”

There was a long silence, and then Tripp sighed. “Jesus. Sorry to hear that.”

“Me too. I just hope I can escape before dessert.”

“Is Phil gonna be there?”

“Of course, he wouldn’t miss Mommy’s cooking. Were you calling for a reason? I’m almost there, and I can just imagine my mother’s attitude if I’m late.”

“I just wanted to check up on you.”

Zoe’s lips thinned. “Try again.”

“Alright, alright,” Tripp sounded harried. “I saw you logged into your account last night. You’re supposed to be taking the time you need.”

“I’m not allowed to check emails?”

“That’s kind of the opposite of taking it easy.”

There was another long pause, and she heard coffee being poured as Tripp sighed exasperatedly. She could just imagine the irritated look on his face.

“I just want you to tell me, truthfully, that you’re not chasing after this story again. Don’t think I haven’t noticed that it’s all in your backyard now, what with Conway’s hometown just around the corner.”

Zoe tensed in her seat, her eyes instinctively glancing in the rearview. A distant echo of fear flitted through her chest as she remembered the dark shape of the SUV behind her.

“I’m not chasing that story, Tripp,” she replied evasively, glancing at the back seat where the boxes were still stacked haphazardly beneath the rear window.

Tripp gave a long exhale. “Good. Because we’ve been told to let it lie, their lawyers have been sniffing around again. If you don’t want to get me fired, you’ll do what Jarvis says.”

“Yes, boss.” Zoe rolled her eyes. “I’m here. Gotta go.”

“Zo?”

“What?”

“Are you okay? Really okay? HR talked to me about having you sit down with somebody to deal with what you went through.”

Zoe put the car in park, staring at Tripp’s name on the screen, squeezing her eyes shut as she bit back the sharp retort she wanted to aim at him.

“I’ve had enough therapy to last me a lifetime, Tripp. I don’t need any more. I have to go.”

She slammed her palm against the display and ended the call, running a hand over her face as the nausea she had been fighting rose to a peak again. She looked ahead of her at the familiar white house. The lawn was immaculate, the plants in the driveway exquisitely managed. The perfect family home for the perfect family.

She swallowed down the bile rising in her throat, grabbed her bag, and forced herself to get out and walk to the front door. She could hear Veronica barking inside at the stranger coming up the path. Christ, why couldn’t I find an excuse to avoid this horror show?

The door opened, and the spaniel skittered across the threshold, scampering around her feet and sniffing at her legs. Zoe looked up into her mother’s dark gaze as Arlene watched her coolly from the doorway.

“Hey Veronica,” Zoe said quickly, distracting herself with the dog as best she could.

“I’m glad you came for dinner,” her mother said. “You look like a skeleton.”

She walked toward the kitchen, leaving the door open, and Zoe walked inside, closing her eyes as the familiar smells of her childhood wafted over her.

“Do you want some wine?” her mother’s voice drifted back from the kitchen.

God yes. “Sure!”

She continued into the house, counting the minutes until she would be able to leave.
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Her brother Philip was enormous. Zoe couldn’t stop staring at him as she tried to enjoy the excellent stew her mother had made. Her appetite had evaporated the second she’d entered the house, and she was struggling to chew under Phil’s heavy stare.

Her spindly, lanky brother was gone, replaced by a muscular mountain of a man. Phil’s pale green eyes had been fixed on her for much of the meal, and she was struggling to find the strength to meet them. Ten years without a word from him, and suddenly, they were sitting opposite one another playing happy families.

“You look terrible,” Phil rumbled. “Have you been eating properly? Your body won’t heal if you don’t intake the right fuel.”

“Should I aim for your physique now?” she asked sardonically. “You look like you’re on steroids.”

Phil smirked. “Nice to know you’re just as ignorant as most of the people on the internet.”

“Philip, be civil to your sister, please. I won’t have you sparring with each other when she’s just got home.” Arlene muttered.

“But she isn’t ‘home’, is she? She’s stayin’ at an Airbnb. How the hell did that happen?”

“Language,” Arlene said, snipping the end of her broccoli off with her teeth. “But your brother has a point. I don’t understand why you are staying with Mrs. Bornstein, of all people.”

“Oh my God,” Phil scoffed, “that old bat will have you licking cream out of a bowl on the floor before the month is out.”

Zoe clenched her jaw, fighting hard to keep her expression neutral. It was astonishing how quickly she reverted to her old self in this house. All the distance, all the growth, everything she had achieved over the years had been eviscerated in a matter of minutes. Phil was the same bully he had always been.

“I already explained,” she said, keeping her voice as calm as possible, “I didn’t want to be in the way.”

“Have you seen the size of this house?” Phil asked. “I live here, and there’s three other rooms upstairs. It’s not like you’ll be under our feet.”

“Yeah, why do you live with Mom again?” she asked.

“I’m saving up for my own place. Not all of us want to live in a crack den with no bathroom.”

“What, you’re better than me because you use Mom’s toilet?” she snapped.

Arlene cleared her throat, leaning forward and spooning more boiled potatoes onto Zoe’s plate, even though she had barely touched what was there.

“You’re working with Rick Fisher at The Chronicle, aren’t you?” her mother said wearily. “That can’t pay well. If you stayed here, it would save you the rental costs.”

“I work at the Washington Express. I’m just doing Rick a favor.”

“If you call it work,” Phil said, finishing his food and sitting back in his chair. He was the quintessential American dream made flesh, like a huge Captain America with his shining blonde hair and pale eyes. Zoe hated him. She wanted to throw her plate at his smug, arrogant face.

“What kind of work do you view as worthy, Phil? If I’m not a doctor, I don’t deserve to get paid, is that it?”

“Paid for what? Asking questions and writing clickbait. Big whoop.”

“Would you stop?” Arlene said, turning to Philip and giving him a warning look, but, as usual, there was very little heat in it. Her mother’s eyes shone with pride and love for her baby boy.

Zoe looked down at her plate and stabbed at a chunk of meat with her fork. I wish Judy was here. She could always stand up to them better than me. Why am I so weak?

“Besides, I wanted to speak to you about something else, Zoe, seeing as you’re here,” Arlene added.

Zoe glanced up, watching Phil raise his eyes to the ceiling as her heart sank.

“Rick can’t need you full-time and we’ve just had a girl leave with barely any notice. We need someone to man the reception desk a few days a week, and I want you to help out. We have to hire a replacement, and until that’s done, we need the help.”

Zoe swallowed her mouthful of food, hearing the scoff from her brother as she tried to find the words to refuse outright.

“She won’t help, Mom. She only cares about her precious career. I already told you I can do the scheduling.”

“You have far too much on your plate to be doing something so trivial, Philip. Zoe isn’t busy.” Her eyes swiveled back to Zoe. “You’ve hardly contributed anything to this family for the last ten years—I think this would be a small recompense.”

“You want me to be the receptionist at the clinic?” she asked in disbelief. “I don’t know the first thing about it.”

“You helped out when you were younger, and there’s no reason you couldn’t do so again.”

“I was eighteen.”

“And? Now you’re pushing thirty and a big-shot reporter and you’re too good for that sort of thing?”

“I’m supposed to be recovering,” she snapped, and Phil’s derisive snort made her blood boil.

“You don’t look very hurt to me,” he said, his eyes running over her in a way that made her skin crawl. “When Mom spoke to the nurses, we thought you were at death’s door, and then you waltz in here without a scratch on you. I’m not sure this crash was much more than a fender bender.”

Zoe was mortified to feel tears pooling at the back of her eyes. She could see the satisfaction on Phil’s face at the sight.

“I went over the barrier of the freeway. I had a concussion.”

“Had being the operative word. Like I said. She won’t help us, Mom.”

Phil’s smug look was unbearable. The reason for this dinner was obvious now, and she felt like an idiot for falling for it. She wanted to stand up and sweep her arm across the table, flinging all her mother’s food to the floor and storm out. Instead, she sat motionless, saying nothing.

Her cell began to vibrate, and as she pulled it out, her mother’s expression hardened.

“You are not answering that phone at the dinner table, Zoe,” Arlene snapped, but Zoe ignored her, standing up and leaving the room, hearing Veronica whine as she closed the door behind her.

“Zoe Fontaine,” she said sharply, wiping at her eyes as the tears began to fall in earnest.

“Zoe?”

She let out a long breath at the comforting sound of Leo’s voice. “Hi Leo, everything ok?”

“Uh, where are you? Can you get to the clinic?”

“I’m just at my mother’s. Please give me any excuse to get out of here. What’s happened?”

“Uh, we found two bodies in the dumpsters behind the clinic—”

“What?” Zoe asked with a sharp intake of breath.

“Two cats,” he clarified. “Can you get here?”

The door to the dining room opened, and her mother’s icy stare met hers.

“I’m leaving now.”
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Zoe entered the clinic expecting to find it buzzing with activity. Instead, it was eerily quiet.

Through the rear hallway, she could see Deputy Stanfield. He was standing outside the window beside the sheriff, the two men talking with their heads bowed together. Zoe looked away, noticing Leo in the corner with a very tearful Mrs. Bornstein.

Zoe frowned, hurrying over. As she reached them, Leo looked up at her, his face pale.

“Thanks for coming,” he said, his hand on Mrs. Bornstein’s shoulder. The older woman was motionless beside him, staring at the floor.

“What happened?” Zoe whispered.

Leo squeezed Mrs. Bornstein’s shoulder as fresh tears streamed down her cheeks. Zoe’s heart went out to her. The grumpy landlady was gone, and now all that remained was a heartbroken woman.

“Are you alright if I go and talk to Zoe for a second? I’ll be back in just a minute.”

Mrs. Bornstein nodded; her eyes glazed. Leo rose and led Zoe to the reception desk, his expression bleak.

“What is going on? Why is Mrs. Bornstein here?” Zoe asked.

“They’re her cats, Zoe.”

Zoe stared up at him, her chest tightening at the thought. “Oh my God, that’s terrible.”

“Someone dumped them in a bag, but the collars had been dropped beside them. Mrs. Bornstein handmakes all the collars for her cats. The cops called her to ask about them, but she was already in town and rushed here in a panic. They’re definitely hers, I wish I had been wrong about that…”

“Christ, someone just dumped them there? Do you think they were hit by a car or something?”

Leo closed his eyes. “They were skinned, Zo.”

Zoe blinked at him, revulsion warring with shock. “Skinned?” she hissed. “What kind of person would do that?”

“I don’t know.”

They both turned as the door to the clinic opened, and Sheriff Kissinger walked in. Zoe watched his expression change as he spotted her, the frown appearing before the scowl.

“What is she doing here?” he said sharply, and Leo stiffened beside her.

“I live with Mrs. Bornstein,” Zoe said hastily. “Leo asked me to come and take her home.”

It was only a half-lie. Kissinger fixed her with a long stare, but the explanation seemed to convince him. He walked across the clinic, his stride slow and measured. As he reached Mrs. Bornstein, Zoe was surprised to see him remove his hat, as if speaking to a bereaved family member. She and Leo went to stand beside them as Mrs. Bornstein looked up at him with a desolate expression.

“I’m really sorry,” Kissinger said softly. “I know how much your pets mean to you. We’re going to find out who did this.”

“I already know who did it,” Mrs. Bornstein said bitterly.

Zoe frowned. “What? How?”

Mrs. Bornstein’s angry gaze met hers. “I reported him months ago. That sick little man is just the sort who would want to hurt my babies.”

The sheriff fidgeted, glancing back at Leo uncertainly as Mrs. Bornstein broke down in tears again. She looked horribly alone in that moment, and Zoe pushed past the sheriff and sat beside her, putting her arm around her shoulders.

Mrs. Bornstein recovered herself a little and looked at Zoe gratefully.

“Who are you talking about?” Zoe asked.

“She means Elliot Morgan, right, Mrs. Bornstein?” Kissinger asked. The older woman nodded vigorously. The sheriff cleared his throat, his fingers twitching. “We’ll explore every avenue, of course, but there’s no evidence yet.”

Zoe looked up at the sheriff. “Who’s Elliot Morgan?”

“He’s the kid who found the deer,” Leo said quietly. “What did you report him for, Mrs. Bornstein?”

The older woman grimaced. “He’s a freak. Wearing that nail polish and wandering around town taking photographs of the dead.”

Zoe tensed. “The dead?”

“Roadkill,” the sheriff clarified. “Mrs. Bornstein saw him taking pictures of a dead crow. He was right up close, the camera basically touching the thing, right? We asked him about it, and he just said he’s ‘interested in dead things’.”

The sheriff’s expression was uncertain, but he shook his head. “I don’t think it’s necessarily related. This is pretty sick.”

At Mrs. Bornstein’s wail, he put his hat back on his head and nodded to Leo, leading him a few steps away, and spoke to him in hushed tones. Zoe kept rubbing Mrs. Bornstein’s back.

“We’ll get them, Mrs. Bornstein,” she said, almost absently. “We’ll find out who did this.”

Suddenly, the shuddering body beneath her arm stilled, and Mrs. Bornstein looked at her desperately.

“You will? I have to know who hurt my babies. I can’t bear the thought of them being in pain.”

Zoe moved to pull away as the other woman grabbed her hand in a vice-like grip, her fingers cold, the tear-soaked tissue pressed against Zoe’s palm.

“I’m sure it’s that horrible boy. He’s not right in the head. They were so little, not used to the world yet. I only rescued Fidget three months ago. He wouldn’t have known what was happening, probably scared out of his mind. And little Snowflake was only two years old.”

A fresh wave of grief took her, and Zoe squeezed her tightly. “We should get you home, okay? There’s nothing more you can do here. I’ll make sure we find out who was responsible. I promise.”

After another few minutes Zoe stood and helped her to her feet. While Mrs. Bornstein gathered her coat and bag, Zoe approached the sheriff and Leo. Kissinger crossed his arms over his chest and fixed her with an angry glare.

“Will she be able to bury them?” Zoe asked. “The cats.”

The sheriff’s face twisted into a grimace, and he shook his head. “I doubt it. At least, not yet. We have to check the dumpster for biohazards, and the bodies are evidence. I doubt she’ll want them back after we’re done with them. Animal Control will dispose of them for us.”

Zoe nodded. “Alright. Am I okay to take her home, then? She’s pretty shaken up.”

“You really live with her?” the sheriff asked, looking skeptical.

“I’m renting out a room in her place, so yeah. Can I take her home or not?”

The sheriff’s expression darkened, but he nodded. Zoe turned on her heel, heading back to Mrs. Bornstein, and led her outside to her car. The darkness had drawn in, and the parking lot had a quiet, haunted feeling.

The journey back was silent, with the occasional sniffle from Mrs. Bornstein. When they set foot inside the house Zoe closed the door behind them and they both stood and stared ahead of them at the long hallway.

“Mrs. Bornstein, are your cats house cats? What I mean is, Fidget and Snowflake, were they indoors most of the time?”

Mrs. Bornstein frowned, shaking her head. “No. They were pretty feral, to be honest. I fed them when I could, but they went where they pleased.”

Zoe breathed out, relief flooding through her.

“Why don’t you go and have a seat and check the others are all safe?”

Mrs. Bornstein headed into the living area, and as Zoe passed, she could hear her counting the cats that streamed up to her, expecting their food.

Zoe went around the house systematically checking every door and window, making sure they were locked, just in case. If what Mrs. Bornstein said was true, it was unlikely that someone had broken into the house to snatch the cats. They might have simply been in the wrong place at the wrong time, but she still felt uneasy as she checked the final bolt on the back door.

Returning to the living room, she found Mrs. Bornstein surrounded by eleven or so mewing cats. Satan was perched on her lap, and he blinked at Zoe slowly as she entered the room.

“How many do you have?” Zoe said, embarrassed never to have asked that question before.

Mrs. Bornstein’s eyes roamed around the room miserably. “Sixteen, or at least I did. Fourteen now. A lot of them don’t really live in the house; they just turn up for their food, but I still see them as mine. I’ve managed to get collars on all of them. Even the wilder ones.” She gave a small smile as Zoe came to sit opposite her, watching the silent tears fall.

“Were they both black cats, too?”

Mrs. Bornstein nodded. “Almost all my cats are black cats. I love them. You know, nobody adopts them these days.”

Zoe frowned. “Why not?”

Mrs. Bornstein scowled. “Black cats ain’t popular. Never have been, because of all that nonsense with witches back in the day. But nowadays it’s all about Instagram and that ridiculous influencin’ rubbish.” She stroked a cat that had decided to lie down on her feet. “They don’t take good pictures, you see, black cats. You can’t make out their features, and lots of people have given them back because they don’t get enough ‘likes’ or whatever the youth value these days. Ever since I read that, it’s been my mission to get as many as I can.”

Zoe smiled. Mrs. Bornstein’s eyes came alight when she spoke about her pets. She looked like a completely different woman.

“That’s a lovely thing to do,” Zoe said sincerely.

Mrs. Bornstein gave her a watery smile. “I only rented out the room ‘cause of the vet bills. It’s gettin’ difficult to manage. With the rent from your room and the money I got saved, I’ll be able to pay the bill that’s outstandin’ at the clinic. Leo’s been real good about it.”

Zoe smiled. “They’re a lucky bunch of cats.”

Mrs. Bornstein stroked Satan’s long fur. “People say cats don’t care. But they do. They love being around people. I know this little menace has been sleepin’ on your bed.” She frowned at Satan, who mewed in response.

Zoe laughed. “No peeing yet, though. So that’s a win.”

Mrs. Bornstein stroked him for a few minutes, but the tears didn’t stop falling. Zoe wished she could fix it.

“Shall I get us a drink?” she suggested finally, wondering if her landlady even owned any alcohol.

“There’s some sherry in the cabinet behind you,” Mrs. Bornstein said softly. “I think I could do with a measure of that tonight.”

Zoe rose to go and fetch the glasses, her mind running through the day’s events. What kind of person does that to cats? Was she right, could this Elliot Morgan be responsible for it? It seemed extreme to pin it on someone so young, but for all she knew, it might be right. Zoe hated to fall into stereotypes, but it wouldn’t be the first time some troubled teenager with creepy fascinations had taken to harming animals.

All she knew for sure was that Sapphire Valley had suddenly become a whole lot more interesting—for better or worse.
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The next morning, Zoe sat at her desk at The Chronicle, scrolling through old newspaper articles to find any similar cases that might explain what had happened.

She had left while Mrs. Bornstein was barricading all the cats inside the living room. Her landlady had insisted that until the culprit was caught, she wasn’t letting any of them outside, and Zoe couldn’t disagree with her logic. She herself had gone to bed the night before, checking all the doors and windows for a second time before she finally turned in for the night.

She had also called Leo that morning to find out what had happened after she left. Evidently, the dumpster had been cordoned off, and the cats taken away to be analyzed. Leo’s main concern was the lack of camera coverage behind the building. There was one camera on the side of the clinic and two watching the parking lot, but nothing around the dumpsters. They had no footage showing who had dropped the cats into the dumpster, and despite Zoe trying to reassure him, Leo blamed himself for that.

Her pad was littered with notes from the previous few days. The name Elliot Morgan was circled in red at the bottom, and she intended to speak to him about the deer as soon as she could. First, she wanted to talk to Animal Control and find out more about the poaching angle.

She spent the morning scouring the web for stories about local animals that had gone missing. Melody was right—there had been a spate of them recently.

Oddly, several had gone missing and then come back unharmed. She looked through the pages for black cats, wondering if whoever had hurt Mrs. Bornstein’s pets had a particular penchant for them, but she came up empty.

As she gathered her bag, ready to head out to Animal Control, Rick waved her over to his desk. It was just the two of them in the office that morning, and she was growing increasingly irritated by his laziness. Rick never got up unless he needed to pee or make himself a coffee.

“What’s up, boss?” she asked as she leaned against his cubicle. He was eating another packet of Skittles and reading through the headline stories for the next edition. The front page was about the butchered cats with an external shot of the dumpsters behind the Skywolf clinic. I wonder how Leo feels about his livelihood getting splashed all over the local news.

“You got any leads on those cats yet? What about this Elliot Morgan person? You reckon he’s responsible?”

Zoe fidgeted. “He’s just an emo teenager who photographs weird stuff, but he might be. Seems a pretty extreme jump, though.”

“Have you spoken to him?”

“I have his address. I was gonna stop by today or tomorrow, after I’ve spoken to Animal Control. Who else do you have working on this?” Take an interest, Rick.

“No one; I’m sure you’ve got it covered. This is horseplay to you, right?”

“So, where is everyone else?”

He shrugged. “They all work from home.”

“Rick,” Zoe said, and he looked up at her in surprise. “This paper used to be a daily issue. Now it’s weekly. I haven’t seen a soul in the office except the IT guy since I got here. You’re telling me your entire staff works from home?”

Rick chewed on his Skittles for a long while until he rubbed a hand wearily over his face and leaned forward, his eyes skirting around the room before he continued.

“Listen, the paper hasn’t been doing well for a long time. We slimmed down, went mostly online, and got as much advertising as possible, but the writing’s on the wall, Zoe. You came at a bad time—or a good time if you can break this cat case. We could do with a win, and we’re more likely to solve it than Kissinger’s lot.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because the sheriff has kids overdosing and dealing drugs every other day in this town. Thefts, break-ins, and domestic violence. Two dead cats aren’t gonna be his priority.”

“But it’s not exactly your run-of-the-mill discovery, is it?”

“True. But poachers skin animals regularly; it’s common practice. This could have been them, too.”

Zoe raised her eyes to the ceiling. “Seriously?”

“He’s going to go with the simplest, quickest explanation. That’s the kind of man he is. You don’t agree? Go find out who really did it, and it might get us a few extra readers.”

“And what are you going to do?” she asked, a little more accusingly than she’d intended.

“You find the stories, and I print them,” Rick said coldly. “That’s how it always is.”

He lifted the bag of Skittles to his mouth and poured the rest out, turning back to his computer. Zoe watched him, feeling sad at the thought of the man he used to be compared to the apathetic person he had become.

All she wanted was to keep her head down and have something to do while she was stuck in Sapphire Valley, then she could go home and get back to real journalism. Helping to save the Sapphire Chronicle was definitely not on her to-do list.
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The Animal Control office was a small building with white bars across all the windows on the ground floor. It had been repurposed since her youth but still had a strange feel to it. She remembered the road alongside it being nicknamed ‘Spook Alley’ when she was younger, and the house had been somewhere you ran past while holding your breath in case the ghosts got you.

Wire fencing lined the back in uniform lines and several outbuildings could be seen in the distance. The howling of the dogs inside didn’t help the atmosphere. Nothing about the place filled her with much hope.

She opened the door to find a woman with shocking pink hair behind the small reception desk. She looked up at her lazily, waving generally in the direction of a door to Zoe’s left and telling her to “go on back and speak to Derek.”

As she entered the main office space, there was a heavy white door opposite her that led out to the kennels and cages behind the main room. There was a lot of commotion and movement from that direction, and she could see an officer walking up the concrete aisle in the middle, writing on a clipboard as she came to each cage.

Zoe found Derek fairly easily, he was clipping his toenails while reading an article on his computer about baiting.

“Uh… hi. I’m from The Chronicle. I called earlier?” she said tentatively as she approached his desk.

Derek glanced up at her without much interest but did a double take as his gaze moved slowly over her body. His eyes widened as he suddenly sprang into action, taking his foot off the trashcan and shoving his sock and boot back on.

“Sorry. Gemma said she’d buzz me up when you arrived.”

“Well, I didn’t mean to disturb you,” Zoe said, taking in the room around her. It was small but clean, and she was pleasantly surprised to see some meticulously processed folders neatly stacked on one side.

“You’re not disturbing,” he said brightly, shoving a half-eaten energy bar into a drawer in his desk. “I’m Derek Whittaker, and you must be Zoe Fontaine. You wanted to talk to me about poachers, right? They are the bane of my existence, so I love complainin’ about them to anyone who’ll listen. Them and the stray dogs.”

“Thanks, I’d be grateful for anything you can tell me. We don’t get a lot of poaching in DC.”

He laughed too loudly as she took her seat, his dark eyes assessing her appreciatively.

“Well, we get a lot more than that in these parts, I can tell you. We found a snake inside someone’s couch the other week. It was a pet, though, slithered in from next door. We just had to put her back in her cage.”

“You catch a lot of escapee pets in this business?” she asked.

“Sure do. It’s a real problem with people leaving their yards open all over the place.”

She glanced at the back room as the dogs continued to howl at one another.

“What do you do when you find a lost pet?” she asked.

“Return ‘em if we can. But it’s sad, really. A lot of microchips are out of date if they have them at all. If the registry doesn’t have the last known address of the owner, we have to wait it out, see if anyone comes to pick ‘em up. But a lot of ‘em end up at rescues after the wait period. You’d be surprised how far dogs can run when they’re free to roam.”

Zoe nodded, watching the officer out the back, who yawned widely as she filled out the paperwork.

“Were you called out about that deer they found in the forest?” she asked, flicking her hair casually behind her ear.

“Oh sure. Walker called me in on that one a couple of days ago.”

Zoe affected a bored expression, keeping her voice as toneless as possible. “Poachers, right? That’s what the cops thought.”

“We have a lot of poachers in these parts. Always out of season, making a nuisance of themselves.”

“Sounds textbook to me, then, that’s what I thought.”

He frowned, scratching his chin. “I mean… it probably was. Not my job to figure it out.”

Zoe leaned forward, raising her eyebrows. “Well, you know more than anyone about animals, surely. You think it was something else?”

He grinned, his chest puffing up a little as he tipped back in his chair. “Well, it was right by the road. That’s usually where we’re called for roadkill, not a carcass from poachin’ like that.”

“Is the roadside unusual in those circumstances?”

“I mean, sure, it’s possible, but out of season is usually trophy hunters. They wouldn’t be out in the open like that—no siree. You gotta do your research if you’re plannin’ to do somethin’ illegal, and that spot ain’t anywhere close to where they’d be.”

He leaned forward, his brow furrowing as he interlocked his fingers. “Whatever the deputies said, it ain’t their specialty. I mean, why would a poacher leave a carcass lyin’ around like that?”

“Would they usually take it with them?”

“Yeah, you shoot it, you own it. That’s the point.”

“So, she was shot?” Zoe asked.

“Well, no, that was the other thing. I didn’t see a bullet wound. She wasn’t hit by a vehicle, neither. It was like she just lay down and went to sleep. I’m not one for speaking out of turn, but it looked to me like she was darted.”

Zoe glanced up at him. “Like, with a tranquilizer?”

“Sure. We often use tranqs to capture animals we might want to move. But a poacher wouldn’t do that. There’s no point sedatin’ somethin’ you went out there to shoot. Unless they wanted to stay quiet, muffle the sound of a shot, maybe? But where’s the fun in that?”

Zoe gave him her best smile. “This is really helpful, thank you. So, why do you think the deer was by the road like that?” she asked, her heart beating faster now.

“If it was bigger than they could manage, they might have given up on it. There’s a lot of game in them woods. Might have cut their losses and decided to leave it. But I reckon they were surprised by someone on the road and ran off.”

Zoe nodded, scribbling with her pen as Derek laughed under his breath.

“Or that weirdo found ‘em. If he came at me with a shotgun, I wouldn’t want to hang around either.”

Zoe paused. “Weirdo?”

“The man in the woods,” Derek said wiggling his fingers like he was talking about a ghost. “Crazy Ray Cameron, that’s him. The others call him Crayray. Sheriff’s department won’t do a thing about him because he’s not ‘causing unrest,’ but he’s gotten pretty angry with our officers for walkin’ through his land before. Here, let me show you somethin’.”

He opened up his computer and beckoned her around the desk. Zoe got up eagerly and went to have a look at the monitor.

Derek clicked through a few tabs until he brought up some black-and-white images that looked as if they had been taken by camera traps in the woods.

“We got cameras up in a few places. They’re a recent thing. They get a lot of attention at certain times of the year. People love watching the live feeds online, seeing the animals in the wild, and the like. A lot of them are empty most of the time, but people get real excited when they see a deer—it’s crazy. And look, the other day, a rare sighting!”

He laughed harder as he scrolled through a few of the pictures. As the screen changed, Zoe saw a man come slowly into view. His face was bright white, his eyes staring at the camera, a gun in his hand, and a dark hat on his head.

The one thing that struck her immediately was that this was not the man she had seen in the tree line where they’d found the deer. He was taller, thinner, and clean-shaven. She frowned at the image, watching the white, sinister glare with interest.

“You think he’s up to no good?” she asked, placing a hand on the back of Derek’s chair. He looked back at her, his eyes glittering with amusement.

“I think there’s been a lot of weird stuff happenin’ out there, and the cops are givin’ him a free pass. But I don’t think livin’ in a cabin in the woods is a normal thing to do; it messes with your head. Word is he never comes into town. What if he’s gone nuts out there?”

“You think what happened to the deer could have been him?” she asked.

“Who knows? There have been so many problems lately could have been a number of things. We been talkin’ to the game wardens about patrols, but they can’t be everywhere. It’s turkey season soon and hunters’ll roll in from all over. So many newcomers, we’ll be inundated with the bastards.”

He leaned across his desk, his fingers scrabbling against a small stack of fliers placed beside his dusty lamp.

“There’s a meeting tomorrow night. If you’re interested in huntin’ and poachin’ and the like, it’s run by DNR and will be all about the new regulations comin’ in.” He handed her the flier. “There’ll be a few dozen of the local hunters, and I’ll be there with Steph, who you can see through the back there. Most of the guys who come have a license, but you never know, you might hear somethin’ of interest. You gonna write me into your article?”

Zoe glanced down at him with a reassuring smile. “Certainly.”

“I basically run this place. The director’s always out at some meeting or another. Want a picture?”

Zoe held back a groan and stepped away from his desk, fishing out her phone and snapping a photo she had no intention of using. Derek gave a thumbs up and a crooked grin, and she quickly pocketed the phone with a sharp nod.

“Thanks for this,” she said, brandishing the flier. “I might see you there.”
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When Zoe arrived back that night, she found Mrs. Bornstein in a much friendlier mood. She offered to make Zoe dinner, and they sat amidst a cacophony of meowing cats, eating chicken pot pie, and chatting about her life in DC.

Zoe kept the details of what she was investigating vague, but she could tell that Mrs. Bornstein was grateful for her company. She told Zoe that she hadn’t heard from the sheriff and didn’t feel as if he was prioritizing the issue—just as Rick said would happen.

Zoe’s phone was buzzing incessantly in her pocket throughout the meal, and when she got back to her room and checked it, she saw that she had several messages on Facebook. She’d set up a fake hunting profile in order to join some of the local groups, and there was a lot of chatter about the upcoming meeting. The conversations about guns were at a level of detail that was alarming—and she was even more determined to attend and scout out who was there.

As she closed the app an email popped up, and her fingers shook slightly as she opened it. Whenever she received anything from Judy there was a moment of panic that something terrible had happened. Unfortunately, it was just a forwarded bill from Judy’s rehab clinic. It was eye-wateringly expensive, and Zoe stared blankly at the wall for several minutes, her stomach churning as she wondered how on earth she was going to keep paying for it.

The sooner I get back to DC, the better.

She pinged back a reply, imagining her mother’s derisive comments if she knew what she had been doing for Judy. Arlene assumed that her decision to disown her daughter had been upheld by her whole family. Zoe had no interest in dispelling her of that illusion. The one thing that had always been true was that Judy was better off without Arlene in her life.

She checked her bank account and grimaced at the sight of her dwindling savings. Not only was her rent due in DC, but she also had to pay for the Airbnb in two days’ time. She could only hope that Judy would make a miraculous recovery and be able to leave the clinic sooner than expected.

She started violently as her phone began to ring in her hand, and groaned when she saw her mother’s name pop up on the screen.

“Hi Mom,” Zoe said, but as soon as the call connected, her body grew rigid at the sobbing sound on the other end.

“Zoe, you have to come to the house,” it was Phil’s voice.

“Phil, what’s wrong?”

“It’s Veronica. Mom’s asking for you. You have to get here now.”
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It was dark by the time Leo got to the cemetery. He’d sat at home thinking over what had happened at the clinic for hours, wishing that Freya was with him. Now, more than ever, he hated being without her. He just wanted to talk to her, go through the day, and try to explain the strange guilt that clung to him.

Poor Mrs. Bornstein, he had never seen her so downcast. Zoe, too, had shown a different side of her personality, and he wasn’t sure how to feel about it. She had been so matter-of-fact, so businesslike—like she’d shut off her emotions and snapped straight into reporter mode.

As he passed the church he glanced up at the hunched shadows of the graves as the sound of his footsteps were muffled by the grass.

The church plot was spacious and wide, pleasantly enclosed and sheltered from the wind that came off the mountains. Closer to the main building, the gravestones were dotted haphazardly over the ground, lying at odd angles all over the place. But as they moved back toward the perimeter wall, they became more organized and uniform, less stained by time.

His feet took him to the location of Freya’s grave without conscious thought.

He had planned to wake early the following morning and come and sit with Freya during the sunrise, watching their anniversary dawn together over the town. Instead, as he had sat alone at the ranch feeling off-balance and unhappy, he’d decided he just wanted to be close to her, no matter the date.

Leo glanced about, the shadowy shapes of the stones flanking him on either side. It wasn’t pitch black by any means, with some light filtering through from the street beyond, but it was still gloomy at night. Kyle had placed some solar-powered lights along the path a few months before at Leo’s request. Many people avoided cemeteries in the dark, but he loved it there when it was quiet.

When Freya had first passed, he had visited her grave often but would only get a few minutes alone before someone in the community would come and speak with him. They were all well-meaning, caring people who merely wished to show their support. But he’d wanted to scream at every single one of them to leave him alone. Since Freya had died, he’d gotten a bit of a reputation as being a bit irritable. He didn’t mind being known as the town grump so much, since at least it meant they left him in peace.

His feet crunched over the gravel as he made his way along the rear wall where Freya’s grave was located, her headstone beneath a large oak tree. Leo liked that she was sheltered in such a quiet spot. During the funeral he had looked up into the branches of the trees to see a small black bird watching them, its beady eyes seemingly fixed on him as Kyle had read the sermon.

Ever since then, Leo hadn’t seen another bird like that one, with an emerald sheen on its wings, and he’d imagined it was Freya, her spirit there with him. If she could have been anything, she would have been a bird—the idea that she could soar above the world looking down on it from afar had been a great comfort to him.

The familiar rush of sadness eclipsed everything else as he reached the stone and read her name, his eyes moving over the neat gold lettering against the dark background. He closed them, trying to hold back the tears as his mind was flooded with images of Freya’s radiant smile. He rarely allowed himself to do this, to picture her or listen to her voice echo inside his head, but now he just wanted to let go of some of the weight of the last few days.

He whispered a blessing under his breath, a soft breeze fluttering through his clothes, the scent of pine caught on the edge of it, his soul settling as he breathed it in.

Tears spilled down his cheeks, but the release was a welcome one. He stared at Freya’s grave covered with fallen leaves and wondered about planting something bright and vibrant so that he could visit and see life growing where she lay.

As he contemplated the narrow plot and the tiny space that such a vivid life had been reduced to, there was a flash of bright light from behind him. Leo’s shoulders tensed.

He glanced around, waiting to see if it would happen again. Then, on the other side of the cemetery, there was another flash. He could see a shadowy form moving around the graves now, hunched over but lanky, and tall, a darker shape crawling along beside it in the gloom.

Broken from the spell around the grave of his lost love, Leo’s anger spiked, and he walked toward the two shapes, watching as the light flashed again and again.

“Hey!”

He kept his voice as low as possible, mindful of the dead sleeping beneath his feet. The figure ahead of him whirled around as Leo came up to him, recognizing him instantly.

“Elliot, what the hell are you doin?” he asked angrily, as Elliot lowered the camera he held in his hand. “This is a place of peace; you shouldn’t be photographing headstones without permission.”

Elliot’s heavily lined eyes widened as he slung the strap of the camera over one shoulder.

“Sorry, Dr. Rowden, I’m only takin’ pictures of the old ones.”

Leo sighed as Buddy, Elliot’s dog, bounded over to him. Considering that Leo’s interactions with the dog had mainly been to push needles into his skin, he was surprisingly happy to see him.

“It’s disrespectful, even if they are the old ones,” Leo insisted. “People use this place to connect with their loved ones. They don’t want to be disturbed by you.”

Elliot’s eyes flicked toward Freya’s grave before he hung his head, his hands in his pockets. He was only seventeen but looked much older, his long, greasy hair beneath his hat and smoky eyeshadow giving him a reputation in town as a bit of an oddity. Leo straightened up as Buddy sat down beside his owner.

“What are you doin’ here at night, anyhow?” Leo asked.

“Same question back to you,” Elliot said defiantly, and Leo was about to snap back at him when his phone vibrated in his pocket. He groaned, hoping it wasn’t an emergency after-hours call, but answered quickly when he saw Zoe’s name on the screen.

“Hi,” he said, keeping his eyes on Elliot, but the boy had taken his distraction as a chance to get away and was already loping off between the headstones.

“Leo, can you get to my mom’s house?” Zoe sounded distressed.

“Sure. What’s up?”

“Uh… Veronica’s in a bad way. I think you need to get here right now.” Leo processed that comment for all of three seconds before he was running.
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Leo screeched to a halt outside Arlene’s house, grabbed his medical bag from the seat beside him, and sprinted up the driveway to the front door. His heart sank when Zoe opened it. Her bright green eyes were sorrowful, and he lowered his bag already knowing that he was too late.

He followed her through the hallway toward the kitchen, where he found Philip Fontaine with his arm around his mother. Arlene’s eyes were swollen and raw from crying.

“Oh, Leo,” she whispered, her voice hoarse. She fell forward into his arms, and he held her steady, his eyes looking to the dog bed on the floor in the corner of the room where he saw Veronica lying still.

He pushed Arlene gently toward Phil again and went to kneel beside the dog. Veronica’s limbs were extended and motionless. His chest tightened as he looked at her wide, soulful eyes devoid of life. He’d loved this dog; she’d always had such a sweet temperament. He listened to her chest, but there was no heartbeat. He looked back at Philip and Arlene, who were watching him with desperate looks of hope on both of their faces. Gently, he shook his head.

Arlene gave a sob, and Philip pulled her against him. Zoe stood separately from them, watching her mother. She looked stiff and uncomfortable as she came over to Leo.

“She’s dead?” she whispered.

“I’m afraid so,” Leo murmured back. “Do you know what happened?”

“I have no idea. My mom was frantic. Veronica seemed alright when I got here, or at least, she was alive. She was just a bit listless. We were trying to work out if we should call you and then she collapsed.”

“She was fine this morning,” Arlene said, her voice shaking. “She was fine. I don’t understand.”

“When did you first realize something was wrong?” Leo asked as Philip gently lowered Arlene onto a stool.

“This evening. I let her into the yard like I always do after food, and she was gone a little while. When I went out to check on her, she came back, but she was having trouble walking. I got her into the house, and she went to her bed. I thought she was just tired, but then when I came back to give her a treat, she…” her voice died away.

Leo shot Zoe a look.

“I’ll go and check the yard,” she muttered and headed outside.

“Where are you going?” Arlene demanded, all the quietness of her voice evaporating in seconds. Leo glanced at her in surprise, noting the angry look on Philip’s face, too.

“If she went out in the yard, she might have eaten something that made her sick, Mom. I was going to go and have a look.”

“What, are you a botanist now?” Philip sneered. “Veronica has lived in this house for years. She’s not suddenly going to get sick from something in the yard.”

“Zoe, there is nothing dangerous out there,” Arlene said through gritted teeth. “Do you really think I would plant anything that might harm my dog?”

Zoe looked helplessly at Leo and then back at her mother. “Of course not, I was just trying to work out—”

“Oh, for goodness’ sake,” Arlene thundered. “This is just like you. Assuming someone has to be at fault. My dog is dead! It doesn’t matter how she died, what matters is she’s gone!”

Leo frowned at Arlene as she pointed a bony finger at Zoe, advancing on her daughter furiously.

“You want to be in control of every situation, be the hero, find the solution. Sometimes there isn’t a solution—I would have thought you’d know that after how things ended with Judith.”

Zoe’s face paled considerably, and Leo saw her stiffen like she was about to strike. He stepped forward hurriedly, placing a gentle hand on Arlene’s shoulder.

“Arlene? I know you’re upset, but Zoe is just trying to help. I want to find out what happened to Veronica, too, and we just need to eliminate all the possibilities.”

Arlene’s wide eyes lingered on him as her lower lip trembled. “But we know what happened to her, don’t we? She hadn’t been well, but I thought we might have her for a few more years yet.”

“Of course, but I’d rather know for sure,” Leo said, catching Zoe’s look as she glanced down at the dog with a frown. “Will you allow me to take Veronica back to the clinic with me? I can run some routine tests and find out how she passed.”

“T… tests?” Arlene asked. “I don’t want you cutting her up.”

“I won’t do anything invasive; I promise. I can keep her at the clinic until you’ve decided what you’d like to do. You wouldn’t want her in the house, Arlene. She needs to be carefully preserved, and I can do that.”

Arlene shook him off, moving to the dog bed, and knelt down, trailing her fingers through Veronica’s soft fur. She shuddered with fresh sobs as Zoe stood silently beside her mother. Leo tried to work out what she might be feeling, but Zoe’s expression was unreadable.

Arlene held out a hand behind her, looking back at him.

“Would you say something over the body, Leo? I want her to return to the earth. She should be somewhere she can run free.”

Leo was aware of Zoe’s eyes boring into him like lasers, but he didn’t look at her. He knelt down beside Veronica’s little body and thought through the various prayers his grandparents had taught him, trying to think of something appropriate.

Shutting out everything else, he tried to think of the sentiments that would best reflect Veronica’s bright nature and happy life. After a moment, he began to speak quietly, laying a hand on her fur. The words were an amalgamation of God and the Great Spirit, his beliefs merging together in a short but heartfelt prayer for Veronica to find peace.

As he fell quiet again, Leo was unsure what else to say and simply leaned forward, picked up Veronica’s dog bed, and turned away as Philip helped Arlene to her feet.

“I’ll come with you,” Zoe murmured, and together they headed out of the house without further discussion. Zoe didn’t say anything more to her mother, the tension in the air thick and unpleasant.

As they reached his truck, Leo placed Veronica in a blanket in the rear, covering the space to shield her from the wind. Then he climbed in beside Zoe and drove away with a weight on his chest.

There was a long silence before Zoe finally turned to him, her voice a whisper as if she was speaking a secret aloud.

“When did you become a Christian?” He was pleased to hear that there was no judgment in her tone.

“When my father died,” he answered simply. “A few years ago, now.”

Zoe turned to the window, her fingers drumming against her legs, her knee tapping against the base of the car.

“How do you think Veronica died?”

“It could be any number of things,” Leo said, looking across at her. “Why did you think it might have been something in the yard?” he asked.

“Just a hunch,” Zoe said darkly, staring into the darkness ahead.
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Zoe arrived at her mother’s house the following morning to find an unfamiliar car in the driveway. She sighed, grateful that her brother would have gone to work by now. She didn’t have any energy left for his snarky comments this morning.

As she headed up the path, she could already feel Veronica’s absence. It seemed quiet without her barking behind the door. Zoe could only imagine how silent the house must seem to her mother.

As she opened the door, she heard voices coming from the end of the hallway and walked up the hallway to find Deputy Stanfield in the kitchen. He was out of uniform today, wearing a button-down shirt and jeans. There were two steaming cups of coffee beside him on the counter.

“Zoe,” Stanfield said with a gentle smile.

“You want coffee?” her mother asked without so much as a ‘hello’.

“Sure,” Zoe said, swallowing back the urge to tell Arlene to sit down. Her mother was infuriating in a crisis. She never sat still, having to constantly be moving or seeing to other people.

Arlene bustled to the corner to pour another cup, and Zoe met Chase’s eyes.

“You heard about Veronica?”

Stanfield nodded. “Your mother called me. I always wanted a dog, and I’d look after her sometimes if she needed walking. She was the sweetest thing. I’m really sorry she’s gone,” he said thickly.

Zoe walked to the window at the rear of the kitchen and looked into the yard. It was a small boxed-off garden surrounded by a fence, but there was a gate at the back. It didn’t look like there was a padlock on it. Security really is an afterthought in this town.

“Here.”

She turned, finding Stanfield behind her, holding her cup of coffee. She smiled, taking the cup and relishing the warmth, pulling her sweater over her hands so she could hold it against her palms.

“It was kind of you to come on your day off,” she murmured.

Stanfield shook his head. “Least I could do. I know how much that dog meant to Arlene. We had a cat when I was growin’ up, and when it died it was awful.” He grimaced, worrying at his lip with his teeth as he shrugged a shoulder. “I guess you’re used to cats at old Bornstein’s place.”

“Yeah, they’re definitely in charge.” She glanced at her mother and lowered her voice. “Have you heard any more about the ones you found in the dumpster?”

Stanfield nodded. “A little. There ain’t CCTV on the back of the building, but there is in the street, so we’re waiting for that to be sent through. Kissinger’s pretty sure it was a prank or somethin’.”

“Pretty gross prank. You buy that?” she asked.

He gave her a crooked smile. “You ever think about bein’ a cop? You got a nose for it.”

“No thank you. Uniform wouldn’t suit me.”

“I wouldn’t say so,” Stanfield muttered, and Zoe glanced back at him as he gave her an assessing look.

Stanfield wasn’t a bad-looking guy. Her first impression of him as ‘slim’ hadn’t been quite right either. He was lean and well-built beneath his shirt. There was a quietness about him that she liked.

A phone started to ring, and Stanfield pulled it out of his pocket and rolled his eyes, looking at her apologetically.

“Sorry, I gotta take this. I’ll head into the yard. You stay with your mom.”

Zoe nodded, watching him walk to the back door and head outside. Arlene was now vigorously cleaning the kitchen counter.

“How are you doing?” Zoe asked carefully, watching the cloth move back and forth hard enough to strip off the varnish.

“I need to talk to insurance about the cremation costs. Leo wasn’t sure what might have caused it but he said he would let me know.”

Zoe sipped her coffee. Her mother’s tone was impassive and detached as if she were discussing one of her patients.

“Okay,” Zoe said gently. “Well, I’m glad he’s working on figuring out what might have happened.”

“It’s alright, you don’t have to pretend to care,” Arlene said irritably. Zoe was on the verge of snapping at her in frustration until her mother’s lip began to tremble again. She always lashes out at everyone else when she’s upset.

“I do care, Mom. I might not have known Veronica well, but pets are a part of any family. I’m sorry that she’s gone. I really am.”

Her mother let out a deep sigh and placed her coffee on the side, looking up at Zoe, her mouth suddenly set in a grim line. “I meant what I said at dinner, you know.”

“About what?”

“The practice is struggling to cope with the number of appointments we have, and Chantelle really left us in the lurch when she walked out. I could use your help.”

Zoe bit her tongue, clenching her fingers around her cup strong enough to break it. Great, so she’s going to blackmail me into helping out because her dog is dead.

“I’m not sure—”

“I don’t think it would be too much to ask,” Arlene added. “You’d only need to help out on a couple of mornings a week. We can handle the rest.”

Stanfield came back inside, the door squeaking loudly, and Zoe cursed herself for her own weakness but knew that she had no choice. Her mother raised her eyebrows at her expectantly.

“Sure. I can help out for a little while until you find a replacement,” she muttered.

Her mother’s expression cleared instantly. It was the look that infuriated Zoe the most. Once Arlene got her way, all emotion left her. It was like a switch being flipped on and off.

Zoe finished her coffee as quickly as she could as Stanfield chatted to her mom about arrangements for Veronica. She was just setting her cup down and hoping to escape when she glanced into the living room, catching sight of someone across the street. Frowning, she headed through the wide room toward the window.

Zoe froze as she recognized who it was. Hovering on the other side of the street was the man she had seen in the woods. His deerstalker and stubble were just the same, his hands in his pockets, his eyes fixed on the front door.

She heard footsteps behind her as Stanfield appeared at her side. She looked up at him worriedly.

“You see that guy over there? I saw him hanging around the site of the deer, too, glaring out at us from the trees. Do you know who he is? He looks sketchy as hell.”

There was a long silence, so long that Zoe felt a weight plummet into her gut as she turned to face him. Stanfield’s friendly expression had evaporated, and his dark eyes settled on her coldly.

“Yeah, I know him. That’s my brother, Jack, he lives with me,” he stated quietly. Zoe held back a curse, her heart pounding against her rib cage as she tried to stammer out an apology. Her mother’s voice floated out to them from the kitchen, calling Stanfield back, and he flicked a glance at Jack and then back at Zoe before departing and heading toward the kitchen.

Zoe blew out a breath. Of course he knows him. How could I be so stupid? Everyone knows everyone in this town.

Any camaraderie between them had gone up in smoke in seconds. She turned back to look at Jack, who was shifting from foot to foot on the other side of the street.

Glancing back at her mother, she didn’t want to make a performance out of leaving the house and decided to slip out while her back was turned to avoid the inevitable awkwardness.

She headed out and down the front steps, jogging across the street toward Jack. Now I know who he is I might as well introduce myself.

She instantly noticed Jack’s strikingly pale blue eyes as he watched her approach. It was hard to tell how old he was from the thick stubble across his chin, but she imagined he must be a few years her junior. He seemed wary and a little nervous as she stepped onto the sidewalk, and he glanced furtively at the house and back to Zoe.

“Hi, I’m Zoe Fontaine,” she said, deciding that being honest would probably win her more points with Stanfield than anything else. “I’m sorry, I was just wondering who you were, and I put my foot in my mouth with your brother. I thought I’d come and say hi.”

Jack didn’t say a word, those wide blue orbs staring her down like a deer in the headlights.

Zoe hesitated, but Jack didn’t move or say a word. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you. Do you live with Chase?”

Jack nodded. “Yeah.” He had a much deeper voice than she expected, his eyes darting all over the place as he took a step away from her. He shrugged his shoulders, ducking his head and stared at the sidewalk.

“I have to go,” he muttered. It reminded Zoe of a little boy who had done something naughty and wanted to avoid his parents for a while. Jack turned on his heel and walked quickly away. She looked at the house, wondering if Stanfield was watching them, but the living room window was empty. When she turned back, Jack was gone.

.
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Zoe dropped by the Skywolf clinic later that afternoon to find out if Leo had finished the tests on Veronica, but he was out on a call.

There was just a single patient in the clinic, a teenager in a beanie who looked like a carbon copy of the IT guy at the Chronicle. He had a golden retriever trotting beside him as Melody ushered them into one of the clinic rooms, telling Zoe she would be out shortly.

Zoe sat in the waiting room, wishing she had thought of a way to avoid playing receptionist for her mom and brother.

It might be selfish, but working at her family’s medical practice was the worst thing she could think of doing now that she was back in town. Phil loved to boss her around at the best of times, and if she was organizing his schedule, he would have free rein to make her his personal slave.

She rubbed her hands against her thighs, checking the clock and breathed a sigh of relief when about fifteen minutes later, Melody emerged.

“We’ll call you when the results come in, but if Buddy starts to deteriorate just get in touch with us, okay?”

Zoe watched as the dog bounded out the door with the kid, and Melody came over to her, her usual smile a little dimmed.

“Hi Zoe, how’s your mom doing? I was so sorry to hear about Veronica.”

Zoe shrugged. “As well as could be expected. Taking it out on everyone around her as usual.” Zoe fell silent at Melody’s surprised expression. I always forget how well-liked my mom is. “She’s doing okay,” she said hurriedly. “Thanks for asking. I just stopped by to see if the tests had come back on Veronica yet.”

Melody shook her head. “No, our machine’s busted, so we have to send everything off to a third party. They’re a tech down at the moment, so it might be a day or two.” She checked her watch. “I was actually just about to lock up, I’m sorry, I have to head to the community center.”

Zoe brightened. “Are you going to the hunting meeting?”

Melody laughed. “Don’t let them hear you call it that. I’m going to the Turkey Seminar,” she said with a broad smile. “Are you into hunting?”

“I live in DC, Melody, I wouldn’t know which end of a gun was which. I thought I’d go along to refresh my memory about it all. Local knowledge is always better than forums online.”

Melody laughed. “You’re right, as usual. We could go together if you want. I usually attend the opener; I like to be aware of any new regs the practice should know about.”

“That’d be great. I can drive us there.”

“Perfect, I’ll just grab my coat, and we can head out.”

The meeting was held in a small community center just off Redman Street on the west side of town. It was sandwiched between two empty plots ready to rent. The building had always been pretty run down, and Zoe was surprised it still existed. If anything was in a prime location for new apartments, this was it, but when they walked inside, it was very different from how it used to be. The floors were polished to a bright shine, and the stage was carpeted, clean, and equipped with an impressive-looking PA system.

“Wow, when did they do all this?” Zoe said, looking around in awe.

“Oh yeah, this is where a lot of the events happen these days. The guy who runs it is a technician, and he set up this amazing surround sound system. Really good acoustics, apparently. They had a baking competition here a while back, and over seven hundred people attended. It’s certainly become a bit of a hub for this town.”

Zoe looked around at the room, which was already filling up. There were hot drinks and some food set up on a long table at the back. Beside it, a vertical banner had been erected in front of a desk where an elderly man sat staring out at the gathering crowd. There was an array of wooden implements in front of him. Zoe sauntered over with Melody, who greeted him warmly.

“Hey Charlie!” she said. “Quite a haul this year.”

He grinned, showing his three remaining teeth. “You lookin’ for a box call, ma’am?” he asked as Zoe examined the wooden pieces with interest. There were dozens of them, all hand-carved. They looked like enlarged whistles. At the edge of the table, a small wooden sign had been carved proclaiming them to be Charlie Randall’s Turkey Calls. Several were engraved with the name Sapphire Valley, and a few were hand-painted with beautiful landscapes.

“Did you make all of these?” she asked in awe.

“I sure did,” he answered. “I ain’t got the whole collection, you understand. Lot of folks buy them general delivery. I just like to bring a selection. I can make any you like, personalized and all.”

“They’re beautiful,” Zoe said. “Have you been hunting here for a long time?”

“All my life. Taught by my daddy,” his eyes twinkled merrily.

“You must know most of the people here, then,” she said, glancing around.

“Some. Got a lot of new blood this year. Everybody’s gettin’ younger,” he said with a cackle. Zoe smiled, thanking him for his time as she turned away from the table and noticed Jack Stanfield shuffling into the room, his head down, a camo jacket over his shoulders. A few groups of men were forming, chatting, and laughing together but Jack ignored them all.

When Melody waved at Jack, it seemed for a moment that he might come over to them. But then, his eyes flicked to Zoe, and without a word, he headed to a chair at the side of the room, isolating himself.

Zoe watched him curiously, wondering if she’d have a chance to speak with him later—and whether his brother would join him. If Chase shows up, I owe him an apology.

She recognized a few of the men who were standing among the chairs, familiar faces from her youth, weathered by time. A few of them nodded to her, and she started to get nervous when she could only remember a handful of names.

After a few minutes they headed to the back to grab a drink before it got too busy. Zoe was reminded of the coffee she used to drink at the community halls with Judy when they attended Narcotics Anonymous meetings. What is it with terrible coffee in community centers? Do they all have the same supplier or something?

“It’s so much bigger than it was last year,” Melody said as they turned back to face the room again. “There’s a number of people who come here from Whistle Falls, too, and they’ve had to expand it. Used to be in the little room at the back, but now they need the stage.”

“Does Leo ever come to these?” Zoe asked.

“No. Not usually. Or at least, he might have come if it wasn’t today.”

Zoe looked over at her. “Today?”

“The anniversary. I imagine he wants to keep to himself.” Melody caught her expression and frowned. “You didn’t know? Oh, I’m sorry. Leo’s girlfriend, Freya, died a year ago today. Car accident.”

Zoe sipped her drink, staring at the stage as she processed that information. She wasn’t sure why it surprised her that Leo had had a girlfriend—perhaps because of her own depressing love life.

And I called him to come and collect my mother’s dead dog on the eve of his girlfriend’s death. Five points to Fontaine.

“God, I had no idea.”

“I met her a few times. She was really lively and excitable, such a friendly person. She kind of complemented how quiet Leo is. He’s gone into himself a bit, I think, since she died.”

“I can’t even imagine. Is he taking any time off or anything?”

“I think he prefers the work. I guess it takes his mind off things. He’s been at church a lot.”

They both sipped their coffee, Zoe looking above the stage at the cross hanging in the center. Initially it had seemed strange to think of Leo as religious, but the more she thought of his quiet nature and connection to the world, it started to make more sense.

There was a loud clatter from the front of the room as Jack dropped his phone. It looked like an old-style Nokia, built like a brick.

“Do you know Jack?” Zoe asked, watching him scrabble on the floor to retrieve it. By silent agreement, she and Melody hung back without taking a seat.

“Sure. I know Jack,” Melody said cocking her head toward her. “He doesn’t talk much.”

“I noticed that. I didn’t know he was Stanfield’s brother.”

“Oh yeah. Chase adores him, they’re always together. Jack’s quiet—keeps to himself, but he loves animals. He used to hang around the clinic a lot. He’s real gentle.”

Zoe stared at the back of Jack’s head, a hollow feeling in her stomach as a stocky woman and a bald man climbed onto the stage and hung a banner over the lectern that read the “West Virginia Division of Natural Resources” and “National Wild Turkey Federation”. The bald man cleared his throat with a broad grin as the meeting began.

It was a simple agenda, running through the latest regulations and the changes from the year before. Zoe was more interested in the data about the turkey populations and their location around Sapphire Valley than anything else. From her rudimentary geography, she tried to picture where the maps were referring to in her head. It didn’t sound like the hunting grounds were anywhere near where the deer had been found.

The land around the pharmaceutical laboratory was mentioned a few times amidst warnings about straying outside the designated zones within the forest itself. They also talked a bit about Whistle Falls and the places that hunters should avoid near the waterfall.

Halfway through the meeting, Charlie rose, looking very pleased with himself, to demonstrate some of the turkey calls from his instruments. From what Zoe could tell from the rapturous applause—they were very realistic.

I wouldn’t be able to pick out a turkey call from a goose if someone paid me a million dollars.

There was a lot of talk about appropriate clothing and how to stay safe in the trees. Zoe kept her eyes on the room in general, watching the interactions between those who attended, but as it progressed, she became more downcast.

What did I expect? For someone to walk in with a sign saying, “I’m a poacher”?

It occurred to her that anyone who was illegally acquiring deer in the woods would probably not attend a meeting like this, and if they did, they wouldn’t advertise it. Most of the men in attendance just looked bored.

By the time the meeting ended, it was getting late. The majority of the audience wanted to head home as quickly as possible. Zoe managed a perfunctory meet-and-greet with the local game warden, who Derek introduced her to, but otherwise didn’t manage to speak to anyone. She tuned into a few conversations, seeing if she could glean any information that might be helpful, but the chatter was dismally mundane.

Jack slunk away without any sign of his brother, and the rest of the meeting broke up pretty quickly. By the time she and Melody walked out of the community center, Zoe was feeling thoroughly depressed.

It isn’t like this case is going to change the world, but I thought I’d at least find something to go on here.

She drove Melody home, dropping her off outside a quaint apartment building. The block was newly built and didn’t have the same aesthetic as the older buildings in the town. I wonder what the locals think of all these new developments popping up everywhere?

She got back to a home-cooked meal from Mrs. Bornstein, who had been even more insistent about looking after her once she heard what had happened to her mother’s dog.

Zoe went to bed feeling lost, drained, and dreading the following day. Satan lay purring on her chest, his large green eyes blinking at her inquisitively every now and again, as she stroked his back, lost in thought.

She couldn’t get the image of Jack Stanfield out of her mind. Why had he been at her mother’s house? Was he there with his brother? If so, why?

There could be a hundred explanations for what had happened to the deer and to her mother’s dog, but one thing she knew for sure was that Jack had been present at both scenes—and in Melody’s own words, he hung around the clinic all the time—a clinic where two cats had been skinned and left to rot.
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“On the left-hand side are the contact details for all the patients and the insurance information for each one. You need to schedule them here and make sure that the appointment is booked in this color, or Philip won’t clock it as one of his.”

“Okay.”

“Also, make sure that when you arrive in the morning, you lock the door behind you because we don’t want people coming in before we’re ready for them. Philip and I arrive at 08:30, and you should be here at least fifteen minutes before us. You’re also responsible for replenishing the bathroom tissue and the lightbulbs in the hall if they start to flicker.”

Zoe clenched her teeth as her mother leaned back, giving her an appraising look.

“You know, you don’t have to wear a suit to the office,” Arlene said reproachfully.

“This isn’t a suit, Mom, it’s a jacket over jeans.”

“I never will understand how you can walk in those heels.” Her mother turned around and walked into her office, returning a few minutes later with some patient files. “We still have hard copies for a small number of patients who have been on our books the longest. Ninety percent of the practice is now digital. The EHR system is a nightmare, and I have hated it ever since Philip convinced me to get it, but it does mean we’re not mired in the issues Leo’s been having!”

Zoe was about to ask what she was talking about when a woman holding a screaming baby came through the door, looking ready to drop. Arlene walked around the desk immediately, the doctor’s mask falling firmly into place as her bright smile lit up the room.

“Hi, Mrs. Sorenson, and hello, Bethany, are we having a difficult morning?”

“And you need me here until one, is that right?” Zoe called after her hopefully.

“Two o’clock,” Arlene said as she ushered Mrs. Sorenson into her examination room. “Philip needs to have his break, and he can’t be expected to sit at his desk and eat his lunch.”

Heaven forbid Phil should be inconvenienced for one hour of the day.

She had only arrived thirty minutes ago, and she already felt like she’d done a full day’s work.
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After her shift, Zoe made her way down the hill to the main part of town, heading for the hunting store that had been there for decades. The ramshackle frontage looked out of place between the whimsical charm of the other stores. A neon sign declared it open, a board out front reading “Waldron’s Hunting Store” in large white letters.

‘Waldron’ turned out to be the owner. It had changed hands since she was a kid, and expanded too, spreading into the shop next door.

Waldron stood behind the desk in the main room, a jacket covered in pockets over his shoulders, a cap on his head, and a grin on his face. By his expression when she walked in, Zoe would have bet fifty bucks the guy didn’t see many women her age wandering in off the street.

“Well, hello there,” he said brightly. “What can I do you for?”

“Oh, thank you. Nothing just yet. I’m looking around for now.”

He rocked onto the balls of his feet. “Anything in particular you’re looking for?”

Zoe could feel his eyes following her around the store as she walked past a long line of colorful fishing tackle. Behind his head was a wall of different types of guns, from rifles to shotguns, as well as several crossbows.

“How long have you owned this place?” she asked in order to fill the awkward atmosphere. “I remember it from when I was younger, but I think it had a different name. I used to live around here.”

“Did you now? Yeah, we moved here about seven years ago. Sapphire Valley was where my mama lived. When she passed, I moved into her house. Nice place, I’ve grown to love it here.”

She smiled at him as she sauntered up to the counter, wishing she’d had the foresight to change into something different. She couldn’t look more like a city girl in her heels and blazer. He must have seen her coming a mile away.

She looked down at the glass countertop, which housed an array of different ammunition.

“If a girl wanted to get into hunting, are you a good guy to know?” she asked, resting her hands on the surface.

He raised his eyebrows. “You’re a bit small to be thinkin’ about it, ain’t ya? Stiff breeze’d blow ya over.”

Zoe ignored that comment and plowed on. “What if I told you I’m stronger than I look?”

He chuckled. “I’d prob’ly believe you. Don’t wanna get on the bad side of any woman. What kind of huntin’ are you lookin’ to get into?”

“Well, I wondered about deer.”

“Good place to start,” he said nodding to the images of deer covering the walls on all sides.

“It kind of appeals to me, I guess. Feels easier than turkeys.”

He crossed his arms over his chest. “Can be, but it depends on the hunter. Deer can be more predictable, but you got a watch out for ‘em clockin’ ya. Turkeys’ll do the same if you don’t stay real still. Depends on what type of thing you reckon you’ll enjoy.”

“Well, I guess turkeys are easier to haul away. I’m assuming if I shoot a deer, I have to take it back with me.”

Waldron’s arched an eyebrow. “Damn straight, if you care about what you’re doin’. Trophy hunters wouldn’t have no scruples about that—they’d kill a male deer, take the spoils, and leave it to rot. You kill a deer, you eat it. Right down to the bones, far as I’m concerned.”

Zoe nodded fiercely. “I agree. I heard about a deer that just got left up on the hills a few days ago. Doesn’t seem right.” She paused, waiting to see if there was any recognition in his eyes, but he just looked concerned.

His brow furrowed. “The whole thing?”

“The whole thing.”

“And it weren’t hit by a truck?”

“Not a scratch on her.”

“Hm. Might have bolted. Sometimes, animals get a long way before they die, might’ve lost track of it. That happens. Still, you got an obligation to look for your kills and ensure they’re dead.”

“At least there isn’t too much poaching in these parts, though,” she said casually, pretending to be reading one of the ammunition boxes.

Waldron gave a sharp laugh. “You kiddin’? Wherever there’s game, there’s poachers. People don’t respect the laws of the wild.”

“Really? Don’t you get fined for that sort of thing?”

Waldron shook his head wearily. “B&C did a study on it in 2016 and the punishment never fits the crime.”

Zoe raised her eyebrows. “B&C?”

“Boone and Crockett, they’re a conservation organization. Not specific to these parts, but they do a lot of studies on this kind of thing.”

“So, people don’t get fined then?”

Waldron shook his head. “I mean, they do fine people if it gets reported, but it’s hard to catch someone when you’re lookin’ across miles of territory. We had a lot of game wardens talking about it last year. Hunters come here from all over seein’ what they can get, lightin’ fires and whatnot that ain’t safe. You start a forest fire out here, even in the winter, it’ll put the lives of thousands of animals at risk, not to mention the townsfolk. But they don’t seem to care.”

“Do the game wardens patrol this area?”

“Every day. I volunteer with the NRP, that’s the Natural Resources Police, and I’ve seen some fools in their trucks hollerin’ and joy ridin’ around the place. The young people ain’t got no respect for nothin’. If someone left a deer carcass and didn’t take any of the meat? That don’t sound like poachers to me. That sounds like ignorant wannabes who took a selfie and run off.”

Zoe nodded. Could the kill have been Jack’s, then? Had he intended to do something with it and got interrupted? Is that why he was hanging around in the woods?

She moved along the counter as something sparkled in her peripheral vision. As usual, she couldn’t resist a key chain, and there was a small tower of them on the corner of the counter. She twirled it around until she found one with a rainbow on it. It was a picture of a trout leaping into the air with the words “Sapphire Valley” across its belly.

“You fish?” Waldron asked as she handed it to him.

“Not since I was younger. I used to go with my dad.”

“You should take it back up. Good for the soul to watch the water.”

“I can’t argue with that,” she said. “Listen, thanks for your help. I’ll know where to come if I decide to get serious about this hunting thing.”

“Always welcome, nice to meet you, miss…?”

“Fontaine,” she said softly, dreading the recognition in his eyes if her mother ever came into the store, but Waldron simply nodded and waved her off as she headed back to her car.

Once she was inside, she closed the door and attached the key chain to the bottom of the long string, contemplating the look of it against the others and was surprised by the nostalgia that hit home from the sight of it.

She started the engine, pointing the car in the direction of her thoughts and in a few minutes, she was parked at a small rise on the turn of the Panway, staring down at the glistening water below her.

Her father had been a keen fisherman and had brought her there in her early teens. The water rushed below her in torrents, and she remembered sitting there for hours, bored out of her mind, while he contemplated the monotonous eddies in the water. At the time, she’d gone with him to escape her mother and brother. Now, with all the madness in her life, the slowness of it, and the quiet of sitting and watching the river, was a lure she couldn’t resist.

What she wouldn’t give to be able to sit with her father and do that again.

As she glanced back at the town, she played a little story in her mind of a possible future where she quit her job in DC, moved back to Sapphire Valley, and subsisted off the land and the river—throwing off the city world and embracing nature. She chuckled. The mere idea felt crazy, but there was a tiny part of her that craved that simplicity again. Maybe she needed to get herself some potted plants when she got home.
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It was late afternoon by the time she headed back to the car. Behind her, the trees stretched for an impossible distance, their dark peaks forming spiky silhouettes in the waning light.

Her hip was aching as she walked back to her rental, and the dull throbbing nagged at her as she climbed into the driver’s seat. Dark clouds were gathering above her head, and it felt like a storm was coming.

In the city, her colleagues had laughed at her whenever she said it “felt like rain.” She could always sense it—whether it was intuition or something else; if a storm was on the horizon, she always knew before the weatherman.

The road wound pleasantly before her, the town looming ahead of her, the bright shapes and green bunting that had been erected giving it a cheerful feel as she clicked on the radio, humming to herself as she continued on.

It wasn’t until she was turning around a long curve in the road that she saw there was a car behind her. She thought nothing of it at first; it wasn’t unusual that someone would be behind her on their way into Sapphire Valley, but then she saw the model, and a bolt of panic shot through her. It was a large black SUV, just like the one in DC, several yards behind her but matching the speed of her rental.

She tried to maintain her focus on the road ahead, but she could feel her hands starting to shake.

The fear that consumed her in that moment was unlike anything else she’d experienced before, and more rapid than she could have expected.

When the original crash had happened, she hadn’t known what was in store for her or what they were capable of. Now, she was terrified. Her mind went blank as a cold sweat sprang up along her spine. The tips of her fingernails burned as she gripped the wheel tightly, the thudding of her pulse stabbing through her skull, making her head ache.

Her thigh shook uncontrollably, making her foot slip off the pedal as she tried to keep the car steady. What do I do? Where can I go?

As her panic mounted, her vision tunneled, and she blinked rapidly, squinting through the mounting haze in her periphery. She was trapped in that moment all over again, powerless as her lungs began to constrict, her throat closing up.

I have to get somewhere that I’m not alone. I need help.

And as that thought formed, only one name came to mind: Leo Rowden.

With shaking fingers, she scrolled through the display on the dashboard screen, selecting his number and waiting with bated breath for it to ring. The SUV’s lights were dimmed behind her, now a car length away, the dying sunlight glinting off the windshield making it impossible to see inside.

The call connected, and she let out a stifled breath as Leo’s deep voice echoed through the car.

“Hi Zoe.” He sounded tired, and she was reminded of what he must be going through following the anniversary. All the same, she couldn’t bring herself to hang up.

Just try not to sound like a crazy person. “Um, hi Leo. Sorry to bother you.”

“You alright? You sound weird.”

“Um… listen, you’re gonna think I’m nuts, but I think there’s someone following me.”

“What?” Leo’s voice was sharp with tension. “Why would anyone be following you?”

“I know it sounds strange, but…” she glanced in her rearview, a cold sticky sweat clinging to her skin. “You remember how I’ve been limping a bit? Well, I was in a car crash a few weeks ago. Some asshole drove me off the road... intentionally. I don’t know who they were, but there’s a car just like theirs behind me.”

“Jesus, Zoe, why didn’t you tell me?”

“I didn’t want to burden you with my problems,” she said, recognizing the irony in her words, considering what she was doing now.

“Are you certain they’re following you?”

“I can’t be sure.” Yes, Jesus Christ I think they’re going to ram me. “I’m headed back into town and driving pretty slowly. Anyone else would have passed me by now.”

“Where are you?”

“Coming up on the 205.”

“From Abbotsville direction?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay, can you see a blue sign on the left with a white arrow painted on it?”

As she scanned the road ahead, her chest fluttered with relief as she saw it. “Yeah, it’s right in front of me.”

“Take that, but you’ll have to be quick about it. Drive up the dirt road, and you’ll come to my ranch. If they follow you up there, they won’t have anywhere to turn back on themselves. I’m coming out now. I’ll meet you outside. Just drive steady.”

She kept going, unable to keep her eyes from constantly flicking back to her mirror.

Then, at the last second, she turned abruptly left without signaling, her tires squealing as she bumped over the edge of the road and up onto a fenced-off gravel path.

The SUV sailed past behind her and continued along the road. She tried to make out who was driving, but the glass was tinted, and all she got was half-blinded as the sun reflected back into her eyes.

“Okay. They’ve gone by,” she said, trying to keep her voice steady as her throat tightened, making too hard to swallow. “Must have been a false alarm. I’m sorry, Leo. I’m just… Guess I’m a little jumpy.”

“I can imagine anybody would be.” He sounded impossibly calm, his voice low and reassuring.

“Look, I’m gonna head home,” she said. “Thanks, though.”

“You won’t be able to turn back yet. You’re on a one-route road to my ranch. Just head on up, and I can get you a coffee before you leave.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sure.”

Zoe hung up as she continued down the long track, taking deep breaths, chewing on her lip as she tried to slow her racing heart. Was this what a panic attack felt like?

She slowed to a crawl, forcing her shoulders to relax as she peeled her hands from the steering wheel. Her fingers were cramping and she opened and closed them to get the blood flowing again.

As she looked ahead of her, some buildings came into view in the distance. They were much larger than she’d expected, and the size of the property she was approaching was unexpected.

When did Leo get all this money? And how?

It was a beautiful ranch with a huge tree on the left-hand side of the driveway that housed an old handmade treehouse. The main building was dark red with a slate roof. Several goats and chickens flocked up to the fences as she drove down the winding road.

Zoe exhaled slowly as she saw Leo stride out of his house looking ten feet tall and angry as a thundercloud. She instantly felt calmer just seeing him.

She pulled to a stop, wriggling her fingers and hoping that he wouldn’t be able to see how shaken she was.

As she got out of the car, he came forward, staring behind her as if he could stop anyone following her with his stare alone.

“Did you see who it was?” he asked, his eyes narrowing.

Zoe forced a laugh. “It was probably some realtor on his way home. I think it might have been my mind playing tricks on me.” She looked around. The fresh air whipping through her clothes felt like it cleansed the last few minutes from her mind. “This place is amazing.”

“Thanks, it was my parents’ before me.”

Zoe pulled her jacket around her tightly. “How many animals do you have?”

“About fifty, give or take. The ducks keep gettin’ eaten.” Leo’s eyes moved from the road back to her, his gaze concerned as he took a small step toward her.

Zoe attempted a smile. “It’s beautiful here.”

“Come in. Let’s get you a drink.”

He walked ahead of her as they made their way into the main house. The ranch was minimally decorated, but dozens of photographs adorned the walls. Many of them were similar to those in the clinic, showing Leo hiking over various peaks, but there were others, too.

Zoe stared at the number of pictures of Leo in military uniform standing alongside other soldiers; images of him in camo gear with a desert in the background.

“So, coffee?”

“Thanks,” Zoe said, feeling heat creep up her neck. “I’m sorry to bother you like this. I feel like an idiot now.”

Leo didn’t reply, walking through the open floor plan to the kitchen and pulling out a French press. His movements seemed deliberate somehow, and as she watched, he placed everything very gently on the surface as he moved around the kitchen, not making any loud noises or sudden movements—almost as if he knew how on edge she was and was trying to keep from startling her.

“How long were you in the military?” she asked, looking along the line of photographs again and realizing just how little she knew about Leo’s life.

“Two tours.”

The response was clipped and offhand, and Leo didn’t look at her. Zoe fell silent. She knew that tone. It was a close the topic and move on kind of vibe, and so she went to the wide leather sofa and sat down. Leo’s Cherokee heritage was front and center in everything on the ranch, and it had an earthy, joyful feel to it. Zoe’s DC apartment felt like a soulless box in comparison.

A few minutes later, Leo brought the coffee out and sat opposite her, giving her a quizzical look. Sitting down had helped, and she felt more grounded as she took the cup from him.

“So, who’d you get on the wrong side of?” he asked carefully.

She shook her head. “Well, I definitely annoyed a few people back home. I was writing a story, and I got a few threatening phone calls and some death threats online. I don’t know who it was, and hopefully they made their point and have let it go. But since the crash, I’ve been pretty on edge, as you can see.”

He put down his cup. “Is that why you’re back here? You said you’d had a rough year.”

“My boss told me to take some time off, and I decided it might be good to come home… I mean—back to Sapphire for a bit.”

Leo stared at her. “So, you decided to have some time off by working for The Chronicle?”

“Didn’t I tell you I like to keep busy? Anyhow, I got a new keychain out of it today, so it was all worth it.”

He rolled his eyes as she passed the long line of them over. Her hands were still shaking but he made no comment as he admired the Sapphire Valley logo with a faint smile.

“It’s very shiny.”

She chuckled. “You don’t strike me as someone who fills their life with trivial things, but I like them. They make me happy.” Her smile faded at his slightly strained expression. “Uh… Melody told me about Freya. I just wanted to say that I’m sorry.”

She expected him to close up, change the subject, or deflect her comment completely, but he simply nodded. “Not exactly a secret.”

“I never know what to say when stuff like this happens to people. It’s awful. It must have been terrible, and I’m sorry you had to go through it all.”

He glanced up at her, his brown eyes softening as his lips kicked up at the corners. “Thanks Zoe. It’s been a tough few months, but she’d be the first person to tell me to get off my ass and back into nature and my job, and that’s what I’ve done.” He drained his coffee, his knee bouncing up and down incessantly. “Speaking of my job, I called your mom today.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Before you get too excited, the most helpful way to work out Veronica’s cause of death would be an autopsy, but your mother didn’t give me permission for that. I was in time to get a blood sample, but it’s limited once the red blood cells start to die. It showed high levels of potassium in her system, so I’d assume it was Hyperkalemia. With her kidney problems potassium can build up in the blood and cause cardiac arrest.”

“So, natural causes?”

“Veronica was an old dog, and although she was on meds, it might be that she was just at the end of her life.”

“But you did want to take her blood, didn’t you? To check it wasn’t something else?”

Leo sighed. “I want to do my job to the best of my ability. I don’t want your mom not to know what happened to her, but there’s only so much I can do. The most likely explanation is age and complications from her kidney issues.”

“And the cats? Did you hear back about them?”

He stood up, taking his cup back to the kitchen. “The cats did have Xylazine in their system, but it’s a common sedative. Someone might have used it for all sorts of reasons.”

Zoe tapped her fingernails against her cup. “It’s not been a good time for anything on four legs recently, has it?”

“It definitely hasn’t been a fun few days, I’ll give you that.”

“I’m sorry I dragged you into that stuff with my mom.”

He turned to face her as he placed the cup in the sink. “Not at all. It’s my job, and I’ve known Veronica for a while now. I just hope I don’t have to console anyone else who loses a pet this week—hazard of the job, but it takes it out of you.”

Zoe stood as well, walking to the kitchen counter as he took her cup and started to wash it up.

“Do you think there’s any truth in what Mrs. Bornstein said about Elliot Morgan? Certainly seems like a weird kid. Do you think he could have done something to those cats?”

Leo began to clean the cups more vigorously. “No. I don’t. Besides, we have to leave that up to the police, Zo.”

Zoe said nothing, a bitter taste in her mouth as she thought of what Rick had said. If the police didn’t prioritize the case, they’d never find out what happened.

“Wasn’t he the one who found the deer, though? Seems a bit coincidental, doesn’t it?”

“Elliot’s a little kooky, I’ll grant you, but he has a dog himself. Buddy’s his whole world. He loves animals. I don’t believe he’d hurt a fly.”

Zoe paused. Buddy was the name of the dog that Melody had been examining when she’d been at the clinic. So, the emo kid that was with him must have been Elliot Morgan.

He certainly didn’t look like much, but then, it was always the quiet ones.
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“So, you’re back for a few weeks, then?”

Zoe nodded, taking in the spectacle that was Lucy Symanski. She was sitting in a glittering cardigan, bangles up to her elbows, happily crocheting a leprechaun.

They’d already arranged a coffee date for the morning after the SUV incident, and Zoe was still on edge. The Sapphire Café was busy, with Seth and a teenage girl he employed running around like chickens with their heads cut off as they whipped around the dining room bussing tables.

Leo had offered to follow her home the night before to make sure she got back safely but she had told him not to worry. Still, as soon as she was in her room, she wished there was a bolt on the door to lock herself away from the world.

“Zoe?” Zoe glanced up at Lucy, who was peering at her with concern. “I lost you for a minute there.”

“Sorry. I zoned out. What did you say?”

“I was asking how long you’re here for? You got someone to rush back to or anything—some hunk in DC waitin’ on you?

Zoe scoffed. “Not likely. I was working fourteen-hour days before I left. No time for all of that. How about you?”

“Well, despite multiple attempts, I am still single, although I wouldn’t say no if Leo Rowden looked my way. That man is a stud.” Zoe took a large sip of her coffee and burned her tongue. “What’s it like working for Rick Fisher, anyway? Does anyone even read that paper anymore? It’s really gone downhill.”

Zoe watched Lucy’s fingers move dexterously through the yarn, the hook sliding effortlessly through the loops as the leprechaun’s hat began to take shape.

“It certainly isn’t a particularly bustling office. Do you know why that is?” Zoe asked.

“Oh, I think Rick just stopped caring. They started printing a load of conspiracy theories a while back and it hasn’t gone back to real news since then. I’m sure it was something to with Arnold.”

“Arnold?”

“He was a great reporter. Such a shame.”

“What happened?”

Lucy leaned across the table, lowering her voice. “He killed himself a couple of years back. Since then, the paper’s been kind of circling the drain, if you know what I mean.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Yeah. He was a good guy. He always had a nice manner about him.”

Zoe thought back to Rick’s bleary-eyed, hollow expression when they had met. Maybe he really has lost interest in it all and just misses his friend.

“Anyhow,” Lucy said brightly, “you workin’ on anythin’ juicy?” She waggled her eyebrows suggestively, and Zoe couldn’t help but laugh.

“Well, I’m guessing you heard about the cat thing?”

Lucy grimaced. “I did. You know there was a case of thirty cats being found in a dumpster outside some apartments in North Dakota a few months back? I read about it.”

“Thirty?”

“I know, disgusting. I think a lot of people think animals are less than, you know? That they don’t feel pain. Why else would someone do something like this?”

“Cops’ theory is it’s some kid with a screw loose.”

“Oh well, I can see why. There are some kids around here—naming no names—who are just awful.”

Zoe looked up with interest. “What do you mean?”

“Drugs,” Lucy whispered. “They’ll do anything to get their hands on them. The pharmacies around here have all been broken into, although the problems are apparently worse in Whistle Falls.”

Zoe glanced out the window looking at the sleepy town before her that seemed to house so many strange secrets.

“Do you know Jack Stanfield?” she asked eventually.

Lucy’s expression instantly clouded over. “Unfortunately. He creeps me out.”

“Really?”

Lucy leaned in, lowering her voice to a whisper again. “My friend Katy told me he applied for a janitor’s position at the school.”

“Oh yeah? Does that instantly make him a creep?”

“No, no, I mean—he didn’t get it. They found out he has a criminal record.”

Lucy’s ears pricked up. “Oh yeah? Do you know what for?”

“Apparently—and this is just town gossip, mind you—but they say when he was younger, he set a baby rabbit on fire.”

Zoe’s skin began to tingle in earnest. The pieces of the puzzle were shifting, and Jack Stanfield was becoming more and more interesting by the day.

“That was a long time ago, though,” she said, simply to see Lucy’s reaction. The other woman raised her eyebrows meaningfully, returning to her crochet.

“Anyone who has the mind to do that? I don’t know that they’re right in the head.”
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After she said goodbye to Lucy, with the promise that they would meet again soon, Zoe got in her car and drove out to the spot where she’d first found the deer. She wasn’t sure what she expected to find but was determined to look around all the same.

She parked her car in the turnout and changed her shoes, putting on a pair of sneakers, then walked up the now deserted road to the turning. The space where the deer had been lying was clear, the ferns and grass that had been beneath its body lying flat against the earth. There were footprints all over the space and broken bracken and branches underfoot.

As she looked around the area, there was a faint path in the undergrowth, as if someone had walked through it recently. She stared at it for a short while, glancing behind her at the empty road, and the even more deserted forest all around her.

Keeping her phone in her hand, she made her way into the trees, looking around for any signs of other paths that might have been made. It was quiet in the forest, the air still, with the odd bird calling to break the silence. Her footsteps crunching through the undergrowth seemed unnaturally loud, her breath coming faster as she headed deeper into the wood.

In contrast to her reaction with the SUV, she wasn’t afraid now with the familiar adrenaline of a lead kicking in. This was the part of her job that she enjoyed the most—following a hunch to see where it led. It was exciting. Exhilarating.

It would be nice, though, to have someone else with me right now, in case a bear runs at me.

Eventually, she reached a small clearing where the ground flattened out. It might have been used as a camp at one time, but she could see no evidence of the usual trash that humans left in their wake. She looked up to the faint glimmer of the sun through the canopy, checking behind her to ensure she wouldn’t lose her way back to the car. She had gone farther than she thought.

There was no sign of anything on the ground around her, and the path had petered out to nothing. She was standing among a multitude of ferns; her jeans slightly damp from the dew on their surface.

She glanced around at the forest, listening to the chatter of insects and the rustle of leaves in the branches. The sound of the road was muted there, and it would be easy to convince herself that she was in the middle of nowhere without a soul around.

The crack of a twig sounded loud as a gunshot in the silence and made her spin around. She gasped in surprise when she saw a man standing a few feet from her, a shotgun resting against his arm, staring at her with a brooding and angry expression.

She recognized him immediately from the cameras at Animal Control. He was clean-shaven, probably in his early fifties, handsome, with an angular jaw and a severe expression. So, this is Ray.

Zoe turned to face him, gripping her keys between her index and ring finger inside her pocket.

“You’re Zoe Fontaine,” he said simply, staring at her in that same piercing way he had looked at the camera trap.

“How did you know that?” she asked.

“Us crazies read the papers. Didn’t the cops tell you that?”

Zoe felt the tension in her shoulders ease a little. Ray Cameron wasn’t what she had expected. The word ‘recluse’ conjured up images of endless cans of beans on wooden shelves, a rusty cot, and a mattress in a dingy bunker. This man looked like he’d stepped out of a high-end hunting catalog.

“The cops told me you were hiding from the little green men,” she said, meeting his stern gaze with one of her own.

His eyes gleamed at that, and after a second or two, he gave her a reluctant smile. “I’m sure they did.”

“Weren’t you spying on us?”

“I make a point to spy on everyone.”

Zoe found herself amused. Other than the shotgun in his arms, there was nothing specifically threatening about Ray himself. It was odd. She had expected she’d be running back to her car to escape, but there was something about him that put her at ease immediately. Whatever a ‘crazy’ person might look like, Ray seemed to be the exact opposite.

“Well then, you know what they said to me.”

“I do. They told you about my cameras. I have them for myself, you understand. I don’t like to be bothered.”

“Did you see me coming?”

“For miles,” he said as a strange expression passed over his face. He gave her a crooked grin. “You want to come inside my dungeon and see all the severed heads I’ve been collecting?”

“I’d love to,” Zoe said sardonically, “but I didn’t bring my shotgun.”

Ray cracked open his own gun at those words and hung it casually over the crook of his arm. “Wondered what you’d be like in person.”

“You been waiting to meet me? I’m quite the celebrity in DC.”

“So I heard,” he said, his eyes glittering in the semi-darkness, but as soon as the words left his mouth, Ray’s stance changed.

In an instant, he snapped the shotgun back in place, swinging it around and aiming it straight at Zoe. She sucked in a breath, too shocked to move, until he nodded his head to the side.

“Move over. There’s someone out there.”

Zoe froze, of two minds about turning her back to Ray, but when she heard something moving in the foliage behind her, she knew she had no choice. She turned slowly in place, her eyes adjusting to the low light as she stared in the direction he was pointing his gun.

Ray was right. In the gathering gloom of the forest, a figure was walking toward them. It was hunched over, struggling to walk. Whoever it was had their head down and was shaking from side to side, arms flailing.

“Come ‘ere,” Ray hissed, and Zoe backed away, stepping over to Ray. They stood together, watching the figure approach, Zoe’s fingers squeezing her keys tighter, wishing she had brought her bag—somewhere in the depths lay a can of pepper spray that would be really handy right about now.

It looked as if the person approaching them was injured, the shape doubled over like a zombie. As it came closer, Zoe could hear a low muttering that chilled her blood.

What if it’s someone Ray knows, and this is all a plot to drag me underground?

The figure staggered once, twice, and then fell down into the clearing ahead.

Zoe sucked in a sharp breath when she recognized Elliot Morgan as he stumbled over the ground before her. He was moaning, his eyes rolling back in his head, drool seeping from his mouth as he tried to right himself.

Ray was entirely calm beside her, the gun in his hand following Elliot’s movements in a lazy arc. Zoe stared at the teenager as he lifted a hand, his glassy eyes trying to focus on her, his mouth twisting into a strange little smile.

“Elliot? You okay?” Zoe asked, taking a step forward.

Then, as she took a tentative step toward him, her hand outstretched, he projectile vomited all over the forest floor and collapsed into the dirt.

Ray lowered his gun. blowing out a long breath as Zoe felt the tension bleed from her shoulders. “Not much of a talker, is he?”
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An hour and a half later, Zoe was sitting in a hospital room, waiting for Elliot’s mother to turn up and take him home. Ray had slipped away as soon as the ambulance had arrived, leaving Zoe to accompany Elliot to the hospital. The nurses had done some tests and concluded that he was doing okay, but he still looked a little green around the gills.

The kid definitely had the emo look down, with dark, greasy hair, guy-liner, and nail polish. In DC, he wouldn’t have stood out at all, but in Sapphire Valley, she could imagine people looking sideways at him. Emo kids weren’t exactly common and given the fact that he looked like he’d just overdosed, Elliot clearly had some problems of his own to deal with.

The nurse who had been checking on him left the room as Elliot leaned back in his bed. He’d been taken to a private room of the small hospital in Abbotsville, the town a few miles outside of Sapphire Valley. Zoe had traveled with him in the ambulance, leaving her car on the mountainside with no idea how she was going to get back.

I really could have done without babysitting a junkie today.

“How are you feeling?” she asked. He had been mostly out of it but now seemed a little more awake as he opened his eyes and finally turned to look at her.

“Who are you?”

“My name’s Zoe. I was in the woods when you collapsed.”

He looked away, blinking up at the light above his head and scrubbing a hand over his face. “My mom is gonna kill me.”

“What did you take?” He stilled, glancing at her with a frown. “Don’t worry. I’m not a cop.”

“Molly,” he grumbled evasively. “I usually just lie in the woods and trip out with nature, but something was off today.”

“Different supplier?” There was a pause, but after a long moment of contemplation, he nodded. “Hmm. I saw you at the vet clinic the other day, that your dog you were with?”

Elliot’s expression softened, and he smiled. “Yeah. Buddy’s my best friend. I’ve had him since he was a puppy.” He grimaced a little. “But he’s not been all that well lately.”

“Oh yeah? How come?”

“He was sick. The nurse injected him, and he seemed a bit better after that, but I just hope it’s nothing serious. I don’t have insurance on him; can’t afford it.”

“What about insurance for you?” she asked. “Because if there are many more repeats of what happened today, you might need it.”

“Don’t need medical insurance if you OD,” he said in the placid way that teenagers could dismiss death.

“Well, that’s encouraging,” Zoe said sarcastically.

Suddenly, there were heavy footfalls outside the door before it opened, and Sheriff Kissinger and Deputy Walker entered the room. Zoe stood up in surprise as Elliot’s eyes widened. She didn’t think a teenager getting high would be a police matter.

“Elliot Morgan?” Kissinger said as Elliot nodded. “You’re under arrest for suspicion of animal cruelty and poisoning. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law.”

Elliot glanced at Zoe, his eyes wide and terrified.

“P…poisoning?” he asked, bewildered. “What are you talking about?”

Walker stepped forward and pulled Elliot off the bed. “Doctors said you were free to go, so you might want to call your mom when we get back to town.”

As Elliot was half-dragged out of the room, Zoe followed Kissinger. She paused as he had a brief word with the doctor who had assessed Elliot when he’d come in then stepped forward when they were done.

“What’s going on, Kissinger?” Zoe said. “This your war against the youth again?” she asked as Kissinger turned to her with a smug look on his face.

“Not so smart now, are we, Miss Big City Reporter?”

Zoe stared at Kissinger as he smirked at her. “You really think that kid is responsible for what happened to the cats?”

“Oh, I would have thought you’d be able to work that out, given you’re a star journalist and all. I’ll leave you to mull it over.”

He laughed as he turned on his heel and walked out of the hospital, leaving Zoe in the corridor staring after him—what the hell did I miss?
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“Where have you been?” Rick asked as soon as Zoe walked through the doors and into The Chronicle offices. For once, the place seemed alive with activity, and there were even a few people sitting at their desks typing up what looked like actual news stories.

“I went up the hill to have a look at where they found the deer. Got caught up when a teenager OD’d on me, and I had to get him to a hospital. Usual stuff, you know.”

“You’re still on the deer story? I thought that was a dead end.”

“You were the one who told me to investigate it.”

“That was before we had pets being skinned and poisoned in our backyard. I think we got other priorities.”

Zoe glared at him as she dropped her bag on her desk. “Just because you’ve suddenly decided to give a damn doesn’t mean I wasn’t working, Rick.”

“Fine, you were trawling the forest for leads. What happened?”

“I met Ray Cameron and his shotgun, and then a kid named Elliot Morgan, the same kid who found the deer, I might add. He collapsed and vomited everywhere and was taken to the hospital in Abbotsville. Kissinger just arrested him.”

Zoe only then noticed that the rest of the office had gone silent as she’d been speaking. Everyone was staring at them.

“Elliot Morgan got arrested? Why?” Rick asked.

“Well, when they read him his rights, they said it was for animal cruelty, so I’m guessing they think it’s the cats—”

Rick immediately clapped his hands and rubbed them together in glee. “Right, you get on that and write it up. This’ll be a juicy front page for a change instead of updates on events for the goddamn St Patrick’s Day parade.”

“Rick, wait, Rick!” she hissed as he headed back toward his desk. The spring in his step was a familiar one. She could see the old spark come alive and hated to be the one to dim it. “Listen, we don’t know what they have on Morgan. Kissinger’s always had it in for kids in this town, he might be pinning it on the easiest suspect for all we know. You said yourself he’ll look for the simplest, quickest explanation.”

Rick waved a hand at her dismissively. “Morgan found the deer; he was even back in the same stretch of forest today. Maybe he was feeding his drugs to the animals for kicks… he takes photos of roadkill. What more do you want?”

“Yeah, but listen, why would he do that to the cats? He has a dog he adores, Leo told me he loves animals.”

“So what? Of course, people love their pets, it doesn’t mean they don’t hate other people’s. Write it up. We can keep the details vague for now—”

“Rick—”

“Look, you may have break-ins and murders coming out of your ears in DC, but this is Sapphire Valley. Elliot Morgan is the most interesting thing to happen since a parade float got vandalized last winter. Get to it.”

Zoe glowered at him. “Since when did you suddenly start to care about reporting again?”

Rick stilled, his eyes narrowing as he glared at her.

“I’ve spent my life working for this paper,” he said in a harsh whisper. “You try sitting here day after day listening to the same old shit being spouted from every avenue and try to keep your enthusiasm, Fontaine.”

He sat down abruptly, jabbing at his keyboard to wake his computer up. Zoe watched him, anger simmering beneath her skin.

“I’m going to keep looking into it, Rick.”

“You do that. Until then, get the words on the page.”

He didn’t look at her; his shoulders bunched and tense as he grabbed another packet of Skittles from the stack beside him and ripped them open so violently, they sprayed wildly across his desk.

Rick glanced back at her irritably, and Zoe headed to her desk to write up the article.

Nothing about this story was adding up, and she intended to find out why.
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Zoe glanced around the quiet medical practice, using the slow morning to review her notes on the story. She had her pad on her lap and several tabs open on her computer, which she would minimize whenever her mother or brother came over to ask her a question.

The family practice was spacious, with large windows across the front, white walls, a fish tank that housed several clown fish, and pleasant ambient lighting.

It still felt like a prison.

The desk where she sat was clinically clean and uncluttered, and every time Zoe made herself a coffee, she felt like she was on a clock before she had to clean up. The whole place grated on her. The minute she had stepped foot in the building that morning, Phil had been on her back. He had arrived early—presumably to check on her—and had started demanding things left, right, and center.

They’d argued about what she was wearing, what time she had to leave for lunch and the fact that she might have been able to help out more if she didn’t live so far away. It was a draining existence, and she could feel the cortisol levels rising in her bloodstream by the second.

She glanced at Phil’s door, which had been firmly closed for the last hour, and read over her most recent notes again. Elliot Morgan was still in police custody. Zoe had called the sheriff’s department that morning to find out what was happening with him, but no one would tell her if they were formally charging him or not.

She clicked through a few of the tabs on her monitor, skim-reading the local hunting laws in West Virginia. There was no shortage of information on restrictions and regulations online and a never-ending stream of forums on Facebook and Reddit, that had their fair share of crazies—but nothing compelling.

Reopening the DEA’s website, she selected a recent report on Xylazine, keen to learn more about the drug itself.

It seemed strange to her, however common the drug might be, that it would be present in the deer’s system and the cats in such close succession. And why would Elliot Morgan have a powerful sedative in his home, anyway?

She double-clicked on an article detailing the rise in other drugs that had been cut with Xylazine—namely Fentanyl. According to the DEA, approximately 23% of fentanyl powders contained Xylazine in 2022. Sounds like this stuff gets around.

In fact, it was now so common it had the street name “Tranq”. Zoe paused on that word—she had heard people talking about it in DC. It was known for partially sedating users and causing lesions on their skin that were slow to heal. She’d had no idea that those effects were due to Xylazine until now.

She thought back to the conversation she’d had with Leo when they’d first met—that the deer had been hopped up on something it had found in the woods and living the time of its life.

Was it possible that deer ate some discarded or forgotten drugs off the forest floor, and that led to its death?

“Zoe!”

She nearly jumped out of her skin and looked up at Phil, who had managed to sneak up on her and was staring at her irritably.

“Is Mrs. Peterson still booked in? She’s five minutes late.”

His fingers were drumming on the desk, and she could hear the heel of his shoe tapping against the linoleum floor. Phil hated to be kept waiting.

“She’s still scheduled in and hasn’t called to say she won’t be here.”

“Can you call me as soon as she arrives? This is going to set me back the whole day! And check her address, will you? I don’t know whether she’s moved recently. Might take her longer to get here.”

Zoe rolled her eyes as he headed back to his office and went into Mrs. Peterson’s records. As the page loaded up, she clicked through until she came to the ‘Patient Information’ tab, but Mrs. Peterson hadn’t changed address for more than fifteen years, so she was clearly just late.

Zoe hesitated, her eyes stopping on the left-hand side of the screen where a dark gray column showed a long list of patient names. A few below Mrs. Peterson was the name “Stanfield. J”

She glanced up to check that her brother wasn’t looking over her shoulder and clicked on it. A new screen came up showing the orders and medications attached to Jack’s record.

Zoe stopped, sucking a long breath. She knew that she shouldn’t look at a patient’s medical history without permission; the laws around patient privacy were strict, and the consequences severe.

The cursor hovered over the “Notes” tab, taunting her with how easy it would be to get more information about him. After about ten seconds, she clicked on it as her teeth dug deep into her lower lip.

The computer made a sad little noise, and the tab didn’t open, showing it was grayed out, and the cursor wouldn’t let her select it.

Clearly, receptionists don’t get access to patient files.

Given the HIPAA laws about confidentiality, she wasn’t surprised, but she’d wondered if her mother would choose to restrict her access, given their relationship. Clearly, I can’t be trusted. She smiled to herself—she had just tried to access a patient file without permission, so maybe her mother had a point.

Suddenly, the door to the practice opened, and a middle-aged woman with long gray hair hurried in, looking flustered.

“Oh my goodness, I am so sorry. I thought I would walk. Dr. Fontaine said that was good for me, but I didn’t realize the time. Am I too late?”

“Are you Mrs. Peterson?” Zoe asked with a broad smile.

“I am. I’m so sorry to keep y’all waitin’. Do I have time to run to the bathroom?”

“Of course! Take all the time you need. I’ll just call and let him know you’re here.”

The woman scurried off, and Zoe noted the time, feeling rather smug that she was further delaying Phil’s precious lunch break.
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Once she finished her shift, Zoe was exhausted. Leaving the car at the office, she wandered aimlessly down the hill into town, coming upon another coffee shop on the opposite side of the road.

She vaguely recognized the storefront as what had once been an old shoe shop. A memory stirred at the back of her mind of having her feet measured for some very ugly school shoes in the place.

It was much smaller than The Sapphire Café, with only four tables inside and a tiny counter on the right with an array of syrups on display. Several fliers had been stuck up in the window for a jazz night in a few weeks, and the walls were plastered with film posters as makeshift wallpaper.

Zoe went in, the bell above the door jingling pleasantly as a man came out from the back with short black hair, a neatly cut beard, and tattoos covering every inch of his skin.

“Afternoon,” he said, “what can I get for ya?”

“Can I get an Americano, please?” she said wearily. Her ribs were pretty much healed now, but her hip was still uncomfortable when she walked, and coming downhill had made it ache even more. “Mind if I sit?”

He nodded as he turned to pour her coffee, grumbling that he needed some fresh beans as he ambled out the back through a beaded curtain. She sat in a red metal chair beneath a large poster of Amélie and looked around. The owner was clearly a film nut; every inch of space in the shop had something relating to movies on it.

She was staring at a black-and-white image of Al Pacino when the door opened, and Leo walked in. A smile spread across his face as he saw her, and the little wave he sent her way warmed her soul.

“Sam!” he shouted, giving a sly grin as he closed the door. “You slackin’ off again?”

“You shut your mouth, Leo Rowden, I can still whoop yo’ ass,” came an instant response from the back, and Leo chuckled. His shoulders were relaxed and everything about him was far less tense than when she had seen him last.

He took a few steps across the tiny space to Zoe’s table. “Fancy seein’ you here.”

“This your regular?” she asked.

“Not by choice,” Sam said as he came back in with a bag of beans under his arm. “He won’t go in the other place ‘cause of Bowen,” he said scornfully.

“Hey now, that’s not true, I prefer the coffee here,” Leo protested.

Sam cackled loudly and poured the beans into the top of the machine as Zoe pushed the chair opposite her out with her foot and Leo sat down.

“You and Seth don’t get along?” she asked curiously.

Leo scoffed. “I’d get along with him if he wanted to be friendly, but he hated me back in high school. Hated me. Always thought he should’ve been quarterback, but Coach picked me instead. Truth is, he was probably better than me, but he had a bad attitude—he tried to do everything himself, let his ego run the plays instead of his brain. Coach just liked me better, is all. Anyway, if I walked in there for a latte, he’d probably spit in it.”

The high whine of the grinder made him pause for a second as he got out his phone and waved it at her, showing The Chronicle’s website on the screen.

“Hey, I read your article! Your writing is good.”

Zoe grimaced. “Thanks. It may be well written, but I don’t believe a word of it.”

Leo frowned. “Huh, I always figured reporters believed everything they said,” he mused, and Zoe huffed a laugh as she rolled her eyes.

“I certainly hope it isn’t true about Elliot, though,” Leo continued. “Anyhow, you didn’t accuse him of anything. You’re just stating facts.”

“Apparently, he’s still in custody, which means they must have something on him.”

Leo gave her a long look. “I was gonna call you today, actually. I need to tell you about his dog.”

Zoe frowned as Sam brought over their coffees. There was some latte art on the top of Leo’s cup in the shape of a swan. Zoe rather envied him as her simple Americano was placed in front of her. Leo looked up at Sam with a wry smile.

“You’re gettin’ better at that,” he said, looking down at the bird, which, as far as Zoe could tell, was perfect.

Sam snorted and flipped him off as he went back behind the counter.

“Uh, are you two gonna come to blows?” Zoe asked warily.

Leo laughed. “He’s used to me razzin’ him. He needs someone to take him down a peg or two or his talents are gonna go to his head.”

Despite his words, his tone was friendly and warm. Leo admired the swan for a moment before pouring some sugar in his cup and swirling it away.

“So, what’s this about Elliot’s dog?” Zoe said.

Leo pulled his seat closer to the table and checked his watch. “I can’t stay long. I got another patient in a while, but I’ll tell you what Mel told me.”

“Melody?”

“Yeah, she was the one who reported him.”

Zoe tensed as she recalled Elliot and his dog at the clinic the night of the meeting at the center. “What for?”

“So, Elliot brought his dog Buddy in for a last-minute appointment, and Melody ran some tests. He’d been vomiting and lethargic and was generally not looking so good. When he came in, she gave him some anti-nausea meds. She also ran some blood tests.”

“Okay, but that’s routine, isn’t it?”

“It is, but only if the owner requests it. Mel asked Elliott if he wanted her to run them. We wouldn’t do it unless the owner agrees, as there’s a cost attached.” Leo sipped his coffee, leaning forward as he lowered his voice slightly. “Anyway, it turns out Buddy had the same drugs in his system as the cats.”

Zoe blinked at him, a spark of excitement leaping up at his words. “What? So, he used the same thing on the cats as his dog?”

“Looks that way,” Leo said, but his expression was guarded.

“What?”

“Well, I agree with you.”

“You do?”

“Sure. One, I’ve known Elliot a long time. That dog is his whole world. He wouldn’t poison Buddy for anything. Two, why would he pay for tests if he knew what we were likely to find? If he was the one who hurt the cats, he wouldn’t have wanted blood tests run on Buddy, would he?”

Zoe rubbed her hip, looking out the window as she worried at her lip. “Well, unless that was his plan all along.”

Leo frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Don’t get me wrong, I still don’t believe Elliot is capable of skinning two cats without a shred of remorse, but it’s a pretty good strategy. If you don’t want to get caught, make your own animal sick, and then people won’t suspect you.”

Leo’s brow furrowed as he sat back in his chair. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

“Was it enough of the drug to make him really sick?”

“No, similar paralytics and Xylazine like before, so it made Buddy unsteady on his feet and gave him nausea. But there were only traces of it, nothing major.”

She sighed. “The whole thing is just weird. I went to speak with a guy at Animal Control—”

“Derek?”

“That’s him, and he didn’t think where we found the deer was the right MO for poachers either. He said they wouldn’t leave a carcass out in the woods like that—and certainly not in the open. Usually, they’d be deeper into the forest in any case and haul it away. Why would someone try to sedate it and leave it by the side of the road to be found?”

Leo shook his head. “Beats me!”

“It seems like a lot of things are being found in animals that shouldn’t be there lately. I’d call that a pattern.”

He chuckled, and she raised her eyebrows at him.

“What?”

“Nothin’. No need to look at me like that. You just look so like you used to in school sometimes.”

Zoe scratched at her neck, feeling a blush rise up her cheeks. “You don’t remember me from school. I was the geekiest human being that ever lived.”

“You interviewed me for the school paper! I remember you just fine.”

Zoe laughed. “That’s because you were nothing like the other players.”

“How’d you mean?”

“Well… a lot of the other boys on the football team were arrogant asses, for one. You always used to agree to let me and Rick interview you, even when we didn’t have anything interesting to ask.”

Leo smiled fondly at her. He held up his cup and she chuckled as they clinked them together in a celebration of memories past.

“Do you remember that bar we all went to on the last night of school? I think the owner must have known we were all underage but chose to look the other way because the place was so deserted. I remember you and Rick doing shots. He was so hungover.”

“Cardinals,” Leo said with a grin. “It’s still there.”

“Get out of town. It didn’t shut down?”

“Nope.”

For a frozen moment, Zoe’s eyes locked with his, and his grin widened, sending a little skitter of excitement through her chest.

“You free this evening?” she asked. “We should totally go back and get ourselves a legal drink for a change.”
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Cardinals was just how Zoe remembered it. The second she walked in, she felt like she’d stepped back in time.

The wooden floor was light brown against the black, wooden furniture scattered throughout the main space. In the back were three pool tables, all occupied. From her position by the front door, five booths stretched along the left-hand wall leading to the bathroom.

It seemed more like a coffee house than a bar, and there were a lot more TV screens than there had been in her youth. She glanced at Leo, who stood beside her in a black button-down, looking strangely smug.

“You think they’ll ID you?” he asked. “You are really short.”

“I’m 5’6. Not all of us can be giants like you.”

He snorted as they made their way to the bar. Zoe looked around and noticed Seth and Derek standing beside one of the pool tables. They had drinks in hand, looking down at the table in deep concentration and Derek was laughing at something Seth had said. Their manner was easy and familiar.

The woman behind the bar was twice as big as Zoe, with a lip piercing, green streaks in her bangs, and a large statement necklace of a rose with a knife through it. She smiled vaguely at them both and didn’t seem to recognize Leo.

“You don’t come here often, huh?” Zoe asked.

“That’s a weird pickup line,” he said casually, making Zoe’s stomach twist in a fluttery mix of excitement and nerves. “But no, I don’t come here very often. I prefer the Lantern; it has better beer.”

They reached the bar, and Leo turned to her expectantly. “So, this round’s on me, what’s your drink of choice?”

Are we on a date?

“Well—I feel like I should order what I ordered when I was a kid, which was a vodka on the rocks.”

Leo winced. “Oof, seriously?”

“I know, I thought I was such a grown up. Who drinks that? Maybe I’ll play it safe and just get a glass of white wine.”

Leo ordered a beer for himself along with Zoe’s wine and they took their seats. Zoe watched him as his eyes moved around the space, clocking Seth standing at the back. For a brief moment the two men stared at each other and then Seth looked away.

“It’s been a long time since you played football together. How come you still don’t get along?”

Leo stretched out his long legs under the table, still watching Seth with a confused frown. “Yeah. It has been a long time.”

“So, did something else happen?”

“Doesn’t like me, I guess. Not sure why.”

Leo’s answers were evasive enough to make her curious, and Zoe wanted to press, but was enjoying the easy atmosphere between them. Since the incident with the SUV, something had shifted that she couldn’t quite name, but he seemed more relaxed around her.

“You know, my mom said something weird about you today, I wanted to ask you about it.”

Leo grimaced. “Have you ended up covering at her clinic? You mentioned she’d asked about it.”

“Yeah, just a couple of mornings a week, but it’s still unbearable.”

“Is your brother… well… um…” Leo trailed off pulling his shirt down with a sharp tug and taking a sip of his drink.

“A bully? Yeah. He’s worse, if anything. Since Judy left, I’ve got no one on my side. They love to berate me.”

Leo’s brow creased as he sipped his beer. “Well, that sucks.”

“It really does.” Zoe paused, wondering if he might ask about her sister. No one in town, other than Kissinger and her mother, had mentioned Judy’s name, which hadn’t come as much of a surprise. Judy had left under a dark cloud, and a lot of people in Sapphire Valley lived by the idiom, “out of sight, out of mind.”

“So, what did your mom say about me? I hope she’s doin’ okay.”

Zoe pushed herself back in her seat and crossed her legs, enjoying the brief glance he gave them as he sipped his drink. Leo’s hair was loose today, and it cast shadows over his cheekbones, making them look even more pronounced.

“They bought this system named Lotus. It’s for patient data so that all the files can be saved on a server instead of in hard copy. My Mom was talking about how she hated the electronic way of storing data but was grateful she wasn’t having ‘the troubles Leo was facing.’ What’s that about?”

Leo groaned, rolling his head back before sitting up and peeling at his beer label irritably.

“God, you have no idea.”

Zoe laughed. “I feel a story coming on. Are you still writing everything down in pencil or something?”

“Pfft, you joke… Do you remember Nancy, my receptionist?”

“How could I forget?”

Leo sighed. “She is awesome. Like, she has revolutionized my life. She’s a receptionist, PA, and office manager in one. The patients adore her; the animals adore her; Melody adores her. But my God, the woman doesn’t trust computers. Ever since I started the practice, we’ve had hard copies of everything. She won’t go online for anyone. The problem is I can’t figure her filing system out. She’s the only one who knows how it works. I could probably get my head around it, but I ain’t got the patience. I dug myself into a hole before I realized I was too deep to pull myself out.”

“What do you mean?”

Leo ran a hand through his hair looking miserable. “She doesn’t trust anything on the internet. Well, actually, she trusts people who tell her the government is poisoning the drinking water, and that Area 51 is real, but she doesn’t listen to anything else. She doesn’t have a cell; she won’t even use email unless I beg her to. We get by because she calls everyone, and most of my patients know they can get ahold of her on the phone. The clinic’s small enough that it hasn’t been too much of a problem, but with all the new patients comin’ in, the cracks are startin’ to show.”

“She has hard copies of everything?”

“Everything. Prints it all out. Costs me a fortune, but if I need to know about a dog from 2018 that had a bad paw, she can tell me the name and address of the family in under a minute. I mean, I don’t know how she does it. The system she uses is all in her head. It’s amazing, really, if not completely infuriating.”

“Wow. So if you ever wanted to go electronic…”

“I’d lose Nancy. The thing is, her husband is an ex-Navy SEAL, and I might be able to handle myself, but he would kill me. I mean, rip my arms right off.” Leo mostly sounded like he was joking.

“What did Nancy say about the cats when you found them?”

“What you might expect. She was disgusted. I remember she watched a documentary on Netflix about a guy killing cats a while back and joined some Facebook group trying to hunt him down. She can’t bear animal cruelty.”

Leo took a long draw from the bottle.

“She was pretty cut up over Veronica. I don’t know whether you know, but Arlene and Nancy are pretty close. She was asking about calling you to give her condolences. I hope you don’t mind—I suggested she just talk to Arlene. I wasn’t really sure what was going on with you and your mom.”

“Thanks. I am really sorry that Veronica died, but I wasn’t close to her at all. It’s sweet of her to offer, though.”

They sat in companionable silence for a little while, and then Leo tipped his bottle at her as he snapped his fingers together.

“That was it. You triggered somethin’ in my brain when you asked about Nancy. She mentioned somethin’ else I’d forgotten about the cats—that woman’s memory is like a vault.”

“What was that?”

“Well, there were some cases of poisonings a while back. Pets and such, but not in Sapphire Valley, it was over in Whistle Falls. Only a couple I can recall, and it was before I started the practice, but Nancy brought it up. I think it was maybe ten or fifteen years ago, and I know how you love your patterns.”

Zoe chuckled. “Patterns often lead to more evidence is all I’m saying.”

“Well, plenty of weird stuff has happened in Whistle Falls over the years. You know Brett Conway was mayor of that town? Talk about up and coming. Pretty impressive to make it all the way to the governorship.”

Zoe forced a smile, anxiety spiking as she glanced around the bar. Ever since she had started her investigation into Brett Conway, there had been information that led back to Whistle Falls. Conway had begun his career as mayor, but his personality and charisma had driven him right to the top of every government body he worked for. As far as the people of Whistle Falls were concerned, he was the golden child of their town.

But the boxes in her bedroom told a very different story, and the reminder of why she had returned to Sapphire Valley and the fear she had felt on her last days in the city was an unpleasant one.

“Do you mind if I ask you about your faith?” she asked hurriedly, plowing on with any other topic she could think of. Leo’s eyebrows rose, as he finished his beer.

“Sure, but it’s not all that interesting.”

“The prayer you did at my mom’s house seemed like a mixture of faiths. The Great Spirit is a Cherokee belief, isn’t it?”

He nodded. “Unetlanvhi, he presides over all living things.”

“So, are you a Christian too?”

Leo was quiet for a long time, seeming to be staring through her as he spun the bottle thoughtfully.

“When I was in Afghanistan, I was shot in the chest,” he said bluntly, and Zoe could only stare at him—horrified.

“Jesus, Leo. I had no idea. Were you in the infantry?” she asked.

“I was a 68T, so an Animal Care Specialist. Iraq first tour, Afghanistan for the second.”

“Wow.”

“I won’t go into the details, but I nearly died. When I was on the table, and the doctors were leaning over me, I closed my eyes and…” He glanced at her, his fingers twisting the bottle incessantly on the table. “I haven’t told many people this. You might think it’s stupid.”

Zoe sat back in her chair. “I won’t ever call other people’s beliefs stupid, Leo. I might not believe in God, but everyone has the right to have faith in whatever they want.”

He shrugged. “I thought I was gonna die. I’ve seen the faces of medics before, and I knew it wasn’t looking good when they examined me. I lay back and just waited for all the lights to go out, you know? And… then I saw the golden gates in front of me. Just like in the movies, with this valley behind with beautiful clear water running over the cliffs into a crystal pool, and I saw my dad waiting there for me.”

Leo’s eyes were wistful, glazing over for a moment. He cleared his throat. “Then I woke up in a military hospital with a hole in my chest, but that image stayed with me stronger than ever. I’ve never been so certain of anything. It was real. After that, I started attendin’ church. Since Freya died, it’s been a community I wouldn’t exchange for anything. They do a lot of good around here.”

He gave her a flicker of a smile, and Zoe returned it, processing what he had said. She bit her tongue, holding back everything she could have said about the drug-induced vision his brain had probably conjured. Who am I to say he was wrong? None of us can ever really be sure.

“Thanks for sharing that with me.”

“I work with the church a bit, too. It’s one of the other things I do in this town. They support the homeless community and some of the addicts that filter through. You know as well as anyone that we got a real problem with drugs in this state, and Kyle Underwood, he’s the pastor, has set up some groups to support them.”

“Do you know a guy called Mateo? I saw him come by The Sapphire Café. Seth mentioned he’s there most mornings.”

Leo brightened. “Yeah, I love Mateo. He’s hilarious. Got the driest wit of anyone I ever met, but he doesn’t have any interest in getting housing. We had a cold winter this year, and I was worried about him, but he came through alright.”

Leo had a little smile on his face, his eyes warm and inviting and Zoe only realized she was staring when he looked over at her raising his eyebrows curiously. She drained her glass.

“Want another?” she asked.

“Why not?” he said, leaning back. “Get me a vodka on the rocks, though. I want the Fontaine experience.”

She chuckled as she rose and headed to the bar, conscious of Seth’s eyes following her from across the room.
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Whistle Falls was a strange town and didn’t have the same quirky quality to it that Sapphire Valley did. The buildings were drab creams and whites, and it felt much colder without the flower baskets and bunting that filled the streets of its neighbor.

Zoe drove through the town, looking about her with a vague sense of familiarity. She had been here a few times as a kid, but unlike Sapphire Valley, it had changed a lot. It seemed more modern and prosperous somehow, the streets bustling with people and more traffic on the roads.

Zoe’s first stop was the veterinary clinic. She wanted to dig deeper into the pet poisoning cases Leo had mentioned. Any background information could only be useful, especially when nothing was leading to a clear answer. A quick internet search the night before had turned up a few brief articles in the local paper and an interview with the vet at the time. But since no animals had died and no suspects were ever caught, the stories had faded quickly as public interest waned.

She drove along a side street that ran parallel to the river, but as she approached the spot and the GPS announced she was nearing her destination, it became clear the vet was no longer there. In its place, there appeared to be a pet food store on the corner that doubled as a dog groomer, but no sign of anything else.

She parked in the lot and double-checked her phone. Google said that the veterinary clinic was still there, but when she scrolled down a little further, she groaned, having missed the ‘permanently closed’ marker at the base of the screen.

All the same, she decided to head into the store and ask around to see what she could find out.

The bright green sign above the door had a happy looking puppy on it with its tongue hanging out. Inside, it was bright and cheerful, with several colorful dog leashes on display as she walked in and a few furry pig’s ears in buckets to buy as dog treats.

Zoe moved to grab one for Veronica before remembering that she was gone.

There was a teenage girl at the counter behind a tall stack of plastic Tupperware, and Zoe approached, grimacing when she saw what was inside them.

“Urgh, how do you do that?” she asked as the girl opened the pots and pushed some pieces of cut grass inside. The Tupperware was crammed full of tiny insects that leaped about all over the place.

The girl laughed. “You get used to it. Reptiles love these things, but it isn’t my favorite job when they start escaping.”

Zoe glanced around her feet nervously; she hated anything that jumped on you.

“Can I help you with something?” the girl asked.

“I was actually looking for the vets? I guess I’m too late.”

A laugh behind her made her turn as a woman in her late forties emerged from the aisle holding a box of cat food in her arms.

“We haven’t had anyone ask that in a while! You’re about five years too late.”

“Oh,” Zoe said, hoping that her expression came across as suitably disappointed. “Has it moved?”

“No, it burned down,” the woman said matter-of-factly.

“This store was built on the site where it used to be,” the locust feeder said as she placed the boxes in a pile on the windowsill.

“Was anyone hurt when it happened?” Zoe asked.

“No, it was at night. They never did work out what caused it. Everyone goes to the clinic in Sapphire now.”

Zoe stared at her. “There isn’t a vet here?”

“Nope. The old one was pretty small, and the clinic in Sapphire has a real good reputation. They transferred what could be salvaged of the records up there.”

Why the hell didn’t Leo tell me that?

“And there are no plans to build a new clinic here? Wouldn’t that be more convenient for the locals?”

“Sure, but I don’t think there’s a lot of real estate going spare. A lot of local places have turned into apartments lately, there’s so much building work going on with companies sweeping in and buying it all up. I doubt there’ll be another vet clinic opening any time soon.”

Zoe thanked them and headed back to her car, feeling oddly hurt. Leo had told her that he’d had an influx of new patients but not that he was the only veterinary clinic in the two towns. She sat in her car, feeling perplexed by the whole thing. He had sounded so casual just dropping the information into the conversation—but wouldn’t he have all the records now? Surely, he’d know more than anyone about it all.

She started her car and headed back into town, wondering if there was a local paper where she could ask someone about the history of it all.

The problem with a lack of deaths was that people quickly forgot things. If someone died, it stuck in the memory, but a bunch of pets getting sick and then recovering just wasn’t much of a story.

As she drove along the main road, her eye was caught by an old, classic Land Rover parked on the oncoming side. There were two large men hanging around at the back of it, loading long bags into the back. As she neared them, she saw what looked like the end of a gun covered by a tarp.

Zoe slowed, pulling over as another man emerged from a store beside the Land Rover. He was wearing dark clothing and a cap, looking shiftily up and down the street before nodding to the others.

They all clambered in through the driver’s side, crammed into the front seat, then set off. Zoe looked into the back as they passed. Whatever was inside was carefully concealed, but it looked just like the type of equipment you would need for hunting. They were still out of season, so anything they did would be illegal by state law.

She turned her car around and set off after them. She had no plan other than to follow them, but in her head, it seemed wise to know where poachers were headed, even if she lost them in the woods. If she saw anything suspicious, she could alert the cops once she was sure of what they were doing.

The Land Rover continued up the mountain roads for some distance, as her rental whined along the steep hills.

They reached the top of the hill, and Zoe lost sight of them as she turned a sharp bend. She slowed down, keeping her eyes peeled for any movement. The Land Rover had disappeared, so they must have turned off somewhere. As she slowed to a crawl, she spotted a path that wound through the trees and down the mountainside to her right.

She checked behind her, forgoing a signal, and kept moving as slowly as she could so as not to attract attention. She drove down the narrow track through a thick clump of trees. The road quickly petered out, giving way to muddy terrain and rocks, which the rental was not built for, and she discovered the suspension on the car was terrible as her hip jarred painfully with every bump.

At the end of the track, she turned a sharp bend and came upon the Land Rover almost immediately and had to stop short. All three men were standing at the back of the vehicle, their expressions grim, looking at her car with deep suspicion. In each of their hands was a fishing rod, the tarp pulled back to reveal several buckets of tackle, tents, and chairs. Behind them, she could see a wide stretch of water in the distance, which they had clearly been heading for.

Great, I can’t tell the difference between the butt of a gun and a fishing rod. What an idiot.

The biggest member of the group, wearing a dark, bulky jacket and hat, walked over to her car, bending down to the window as she lowered it. He was surprisingly friendly, grinning warmly at her.

“You mean to come this way?” he asked.

“No,” she said, putting on her best I’m such a silly woman voice. “I was aiming for the next turn-off; I thought it was pretty rough going.”

“If you use this circle to turn in, you should be able to get back up on the road. Unless you wanna come fish with us!” The others all laughed heartily as if that was the funniest thing they’d ever heard. Zoe kept her smile in place.

“Thanks, I’ll head back now. Hope they’re biting!” she called as she backed the car off and turned toward the road, watching them laughing at her in her rearview and feeling thoroughly idiotic.

She pulled back onto the main road and headed back to Sapphire Valley. It was already getting dark, and the clouds were rolling in.

The weather made everything gloomy as she drove onward, the town shrouded in mist as she drove down into the valley. The streetlights cast a hazy glow over everything, and as she passed the road leading to Leo’s clinic, she decided that now was as good a time as any to ask him why he hadn’t told her about the Whistle Falls practice.

She drove toward the clinic, noting a single light was on in the back. Maybe Melody or Leo is still working. But as she came to the parking lot, she noticed Melody’s car some distance down the road on the left-hand side. It was parked beside the wide empty construction lot behind the clinic. In the mist, it looked eerie, the gates on the entrance to the lot hanging at an odd angle like a horror movie.

Zoe wasn’t sure if it was the weather or her instincts that put her suddenly on high alert, but the sight of Melody’s car made her uneasy. Why isn’t her car parked at the clinic? And why would she stop halfway down the street?

She pulled a little way behind the car, hoping that Melody had forgotten something, and she had gone back to get it. She stepped out of the car, glancing around furtively. Her heart lurched as she heard the door to the clinic open, but when she looked up, she saw it was just Leo heading out for the night, and all the lights inside were now off.

Zoe waved, and Leo stopped, frowning through the gloom as he double-checked that the door was secure and then walked toward her.

“You okay? What are you doing here?” he asked.

“Isn’t that Melody’s car?” she asked, pointing to it. Leo came to join her, his eyes moving to the car, brow furrowed in confusion.

“Yeah,” he glanced up and down the road. “She left like an hour ago, though.”

Zoe frowned, a creeping sense of worry spreading through her that she couldn’t explain. She walked toward the car and looked inside. It was empty, Melody’s bag wasn’t there, and it looked like she had parked and abandoned it.

“What the hell?” Leo asked as he peered inside. He drew back walking slowly around the car and then sighed as he reached the hood. “Oh, here’s the problem: this tire is flat.”

Zoe came around to the other side as Leo gave the front left tire a customary kick and glanced around them curiously.

“But where is she?” he muttered. “She’d probably have called Triple-A or something, right?”

They stood there in the gathering gloom, the mist bunching and reforming around them as a chill wind started to blow.

“Where could she have gone do you think?” Zoe asked, pulling her jacket around her as it flapped in the breeze.

“She’s probably gone to see if Nick is around—he still runs the garage in town. Maybe she walked there. Her phone probably died—she’s terrible at keeping it charged.”

“I guess,” Zoe said, looking further up the road in the direction of the garage. “Wouldn’t she have come back and used the clinic phone though, or let you know?”

“Maybe someone gave her a ride over?”

They both turned to the main road out of town that ran parallel to the clinic, it was quiet now, the sound of cars on the main street a faint whine in the background.

Looking at the tire, Zoe squatted down and pulled out her phone then turned the flashlight on to examine it. There was a nail sticking out of the lower portion, which must have caused the puncture.

“Yeah, there’s a nail stuck in it pretty far.”

She stood up. It felt as if the quiet and the mist was closing in on them and she shivered. “Uh… could we maybe stop by Nick’s just to check if that’s where she is?”

Leo put his hands on his hips, giving her a long stare. “I’ll call her,” he said, “I’m sure she’s fine.”

He pulled out his cell and dialed the number as Zoe listened to the phone ringing faintly through the speaker.

“No answer,” Leo sighed. “Alright, we can go check on her. There’s almost certainly a reasonable explanation.”

“I’m sure you’re right. But if it was me, I’d be pissed about my car, I’d have wanted to whine at you before I went to deal with it.”

Leo chuckled as they headed back toward the clinic.

“I can drive, it’s not far,” Zoe said.

“You know where she lives?”

“Yeah, I dropped her home the other day after the Turkey Seminar.”

Leo cocked his head at her, looking perplexed as he got in her car. The seat slid all the way back now that she had cleared all her things out of it, but Zoe felt tense as she started the engine and set off.

“Has she ever left her car there before?” she asked eventually.

“No, but she can be a bit ditzy sometimes. She must not have noticed the tire was flat until she started driving.”

But as they drove up to Nick’s garage, it was dark, and there was no evidence that anyone was still working.

Zoe’s fingers fluttered over the wheel as she slowed, and they peered at the building ahead of them.

“Hmm, no dice,” Zoe muttered. “Would it be weird if we went to her apartment? I just want to make sure she got back okay, if she was walking.”

Leo scratched at his jaw, looking around and squinting through the mist, but he nodded. “Yeah, we might as well. I need to get her a battery pack for her phone, so it doesn’t die so much. I’m sure she just walked back through town.”

Zoe put her foot on the gas until they reached Melody’s place, the familiar little complex coming into view, several lights on ahead of them.

They got out and headed toward the apartment steps.

As they came to the main entrance, a young woman came out with her son, who couldn’t have been more than two years old. Zoe held the door for them, waiting until they had passed through before walking inside.

“Zoe, hang on a second,” Leo said, following her. “You’re going the wrong way; her apartment is the one at the back.”

“Have you been here before?” she asked.

“Yeah, she went away for about a month last year, and she asked me to water her plants.”

Zoe reached the door and rang the bell. Alarm bells were ringing in her head, and she couldn’t shake the feeling that something wasn’t right about all this. She rang the bell again.

“Do you have her keys on you now?” Zoe asked hopefully.

“Not all of us have the longest key chains in history, Zo. I don’t keep them with me. They’re back at the ranch.”

Leo knocked on the door. “Mel? It’s Leo, are you there?”

No answer.

”I think I’ll just go round the back,” Zoe said, trying to keep her voice even.

Leo sighed. “Alright, I’ll try her cell again.”

Zoe walked back the way she had come and went out the front exit, making her way around to the side of the building.

Her sense of direction wasn’t the best, but with Melody’s apartment in the rear, she was fairly certain the lower ground floor window would butt onto the lawn at the back.

She headed there, pulse racing, trying not to let the anxiety in her chest grow, taking deep cleansing breaths. At the corner behind the building, a small stretch of road merged into a wider path that rejoined the 205 out of town.

Zoe walked along the brick wall, her finger running along the mortar as she counted the apartments. The back window should be Melody’s, and she headed for it, her heart in her mouth.

The curtains were drawn, but there was a gap in the center that allowed her to peer inside. She could see only blackness to begin with, but when she put her hands up against the window and squinted into the room, an image came into view that made her entire body tremble.

Melody was lying on the carpeted floor, her limbs bent awkwardly beneath her body, her wide, expressive eyes staring in Zoe’s direction—lifeless and still.
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Leo sat in the interview room at the sheriff’s department, staring at the taupe walls. Every muscle in his body felt numb, images of Melody and Freya storming his senses until both their faces merged in one horrible kaleidoscope of despair.

He still could hardly believe what he had seen. He would never forget the look on Zoe’s face when she came back from checking the apartment windows, her eyes wild, a sheen of sweat over her face as if she had just had the fright of her life. It had chilled his blood.

After that, everything had been a blur. He remembered watching the blue and red flashing lights illuminating the side of Zoe’s face, her hair changing from light brown to technicolor as he fought the nausea rising in his gut.

Melody was dead. His sweet, kind, gentle friend was gone forever.

There was a loud thud outside the door as Deputy Stanfield entered the room. He struggled, holding two cups of coffee in his hands, and eventually stumbled inside, somehow managing to keep from spilling a drop.

The deputy set a cup down in front of Leo as he sat down opposite, glancing up at him in a silent moment of connection as both men focused briefly on what had brought them into the room.

“I didn’t know if you wanted coffee,” Stanfield said softly. “I made myself a cup, and then I thought I would make you one because I didn’t know what the hell else to do.”

Leo nodded. “Thanks, man.”

For a long time, they both sat silently staring into the depths of their cups.

“I guess we have to start from the beginning,” Stanfield stated. “I’m gonna take some notes if you don’t mind. There’s a camera in the corner recording us, just so you’re aware of it, but this isn’t a formal interview, Leo. We just want to understand what happened with Ms. Ortega.”

“I get it.”

“So, can you tell me why you were there, first of all?”

Leo watched the bubbles on the surface of the coffee move lazily around the edge of the mug.

“Well, I was just leaving the clinic,” he said as Stanfield pulled out a pen that looked like it had been chewed to within an inch of its life and started jotting down notes.

“What time was that?”

“Around six, I guess. I was just locking up, but Melody had left early as she’d finished with her patients. If we’re not busy, I tend to let her go whenever she needs…” a hollow space opened up in his chest as his throat constricted painfully.

Lord help me, she’s really gone.

“Sorry Leo, I know you two were close.”

Leo swallowed. “When I came out of the clinic, I saw Zoe across the street. I wasn’t expecting to see her, so I wondered if she might have been lookin’ for me. She’d been askin’ about that business with Elliot Morgan and his dog.”

Stanfield gave a faint smile. “Yeah, I noticed she doesn’t tend to let things go.”

“Anyway, I asked what she was doing there, and she pointed out that Melody’s car was parked a few feet past the clinic. I thought it was weird because Melody had left quite a while before that. My first thought was she’d had car trouble, or she’d left it there and gone to run an errand or something. The tire was flat, so that seemed to make sense.”

“But then you went to her apartment?”

Leo scrubbed a hand through his hair. “Not right away. We thought we’d go to Nick’s to see if she’d wound up there, but the garage had shut up shop for the day. Zoe suggested we check her apartment—the weather wasn’t great, and I think she was worried about Mel getting home. I thought she was just being paranoid—big city mentality, you know? Who gets hurt in Sapphire Valley?” His voice trailed away at those words.

Stanfield kept scribbling in his notebook, and Leo squinted, trying to read his writing upside down, but it was too untidy. Stanfield pointed his chewed pen cap at Leo’s coffee.

“I wasn’t sure how you take it. Do you need milk, sugar?”

“I’m good. Thanks. I’m not sure my stomach would keep it down anyhow.”

The deputy nodded slowly. “What happened when you got to the apartment?”

“The apartment has a fob system to unlock the outer door. But there was a family coming out who let us in. We went inside and knocked on her door, but there was no answer. Zoe went around back, and I tried Mel’s cell again. That was when Zoe screamed my name. She came running back in with her phone in her hand, and I just knew—I knew something terrible had happened.”

“And that was when you busted down the door?”

Leo could sense a note of accusation in Stanfield’s voice now, and the ache in his shoulder intensified as he tried to explain the panic that had rushed through him.

“I know I should have waited for y’all to arrive, but Zoe said Mel was dead, and I just didn’t believe her. I thought maybe she was unconscious, or Zoe had seen her lying down and assumed the worst. I just panicked. I wanted to do something to help her. Then, when I broke the lock and got inside, I realized we were too late to do anything.”

Leo stared at the surface of the table. There was a smudge running along the length of it, like someone had scuffed a shoe right across the top.

“I understand,” Stanfield said gently. “She was your friend. There’s no way of knowing whether you might have been able to help.”

Leo nodded as Stanfield laid his pen down.

“Do they have any idea what happened to her?” Leo asked, swallowing around the lump in his throat.

“Forensics is there now, but I can’t say much yet. I’m gonna need to take a swab of your DNA, which is standard procedure when you’ve been at a crime scene. Keep your phone on, okay? The sheriff will want to speak to you.”

Leo nodded, the sick feeling of panic rising again.

“Can I ask where you were this afternoon?” Stanfield’s eyes had changed from their understanding warmth to a steely, sharper expression that set Leo’s teeth on edge.

“I was in the clinic after Melody left. I had a lot of paperwork to fill out.”

“And you were there alone?”

Leo met his steady gaze with one of his own. “Yeah.”

“Can I ask what the nature of your relationship with Melody Ortega was?” Stanfield leaned forward, interlacing his fingers, and Leo glanced up at the corner of the room where the camera light beamed down at him accusingly.

“She was the vet tech at my clinic. She’d worked with me for around four years. We… dated a long time ago in high school, but there wasn’t anything between us.”

“But you also had keys to her apartment, is that correct?”

Leo’s hands clenched into fists beneath the table. “Yes.”

“And why was that?”

“I water her plants for her when she’s away.”

“And the keys are still in your possession now?” Stanfield looked up at him, his eyes assessing.

“Yes. They’re at my ranch.”

Stanfield kept his eyes on Leo for another few seconds and then leaned back, letting out a long breath.

“Okay, thank you. This must have been a hell of a night for you. I’m sure you’d like to get home. Do you need a ride anywhere?”

Leo shook his head. “No. Is Zoe still here?”

“Yeah, I think they’re questioning her in the other room, I’ll see if they’re done.” Stanfield rose and walked to the door, glancing back at him curiously. “Are you and Zoe an item?” he asked.

Leo’s body grew suddenly rigid at the question, a foreign feeling of anxiety and guilt springing up inside him.

“No. We’re just friends.” It was such a simple statement, yet somehow almost impossible to say out loud. Stanfield’s shoulders lowered as he let out another breath.

“Alright then, I’ll see if they’re done, and you two can get back. I’ll bet old Bornstein’ll be happy to have some company. God knows what’s going on in this town lately.”

He closed the door, and Leo sat in the dimly lit room, staring at his coffee, wondering if even God would be able to explain what had happened that night.
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The St. Patrick’s Day parade hadn’t been canceled in over one hundred years but that all changed when news of Melody’s death got around.

A murder in Sapphire Valley, and a brutal one at that, had shaken the community. Melody had been well-known and well-liked, and an atmosphere of distrust and fear seemed to loom over the town.

Zoe had left the sheriff’s department in the early hours, having been grilled relentlessly by Kissinger. The grudge the man held against her had been in full force as he’d repeatedly asked why they had entered the apartment, why they were there and what exactly they had hoped to achieve by breaking down the door.

Zoe had no answers for him, she had been shocked herself when Leo had rammed it open, the panic she had felt after seeing the body was hard to explain and her monosyllabic responses had clearly enraged the sheriff. He’d let her go but made it very clear he would be in touch again soon.

After dropping Leo at his car Zoe had arrived back to find Mrs. Bornstein still awake, fully dressed, and waiting up for her.

The easy peace between them had evaporated as the older woman had berated Zoe for coming home so late, accusing her of staying out in a bar all night and having no consideration for her curfew.

Zoe’s temper, already worn thin by the accusatory questions of the sheriff, finally snapped, and she blurted out what had happened in a rage, leaving Mrs. Bornstein in a state of extreme shock.

It had been another hour before she could get into bed as her landlady questioned every aspect of what had happened as thoroughly as the sheriff had.

When Zoe finally fell into bed, the image of Melody’s wide-eyed stare lingered in her mind, weaving its way into a mixture of haunting dreams that refused to allow her to rest.

She woke a few hours later, staring at the ceiling, listening to the call of a bird outside her window. The sun was streaming onto the floor, the mist having burned away during the morning. The beautiful day was jarring beside her current mood, and she scowled at the window, pushing away the covers and jostling a sleeping Satan from his position by her leg.

After a swift shower, she got dressed, noting her phone lighting up incessantly in the corner of the room. When she checked it, she groaned, seeing she had three missed calls from her mother. She’d completely forgotten she had a shift at the clinic—a shift that had started an hour ago.

Zoe closed her eyes, pressing her phone to her forehead. Will Mom have heard the news by now? She considered calling to find out but hesitated—her mother had known Melody well. If she wasn’t yet aware of what had happened to her, it wasn’t a conversation to have over the phone.

She pulled on her jeans and some comfortable tennis shoes with a heavy-knit sweater and opened her door, pulling up short when she found Mrs. Bornstein on the other side holding a cup of coffee.

“I heard your shower running. Thought I’d bring you a cup,” she said quietly. “I didn’t sleep a wink.”

Zoe gently took the mug from her hand. “Thank you.”

“Are you headed out? I’m not sure you should work today. After all this business, you need time to rest.”

“Thanks, Mrs. Bornstein, but I go stir crazy if I have nothing to do,” she paused, glancing at the long corridor ahead of her, the cats wandering about like dark silhouettes flitting between the shadows. “Unless you need me here? If you want company, I don’t mind.”

Mrs. Bornstein shook her head. “I ain’t answerin’ the door to anyone today. Don’t think I’ll leave this house either.”

Zoe followed her into the kitchen, leaning against the doorframe as Mrs. Bornstein bustled about getting things from the cupboards.

“I’m going to make you a bagel for your breakfast,” she said decisively, and Zoe waited patiently while she pulled cream cheese and salmon out of the fridge. Mrs. Bornstein reminded her of her mom at that moment—unable to sit still when something terrible had happened.

“I’m gonna get fat off all this good food,” she murmured.

Mrs. Bornstein scoffed. “There ain’t nothin’ of you. Could do with some fat on them bones. You want pickles?”

“That’d be great, thanks.”

Twenty minutes later, after finishing her coffee, she was on her way to her mother’s office with three bagels in a bag on her passenger seat. Zoe had asked Mrs. Bornstein again if she would be alright on her own. She hadn’t wanted to worry the older woman, but it struck her that the house was in an isolated position, backing onto the dark tree line where anyone could hide if they chose to.

And someone snatched her cats from right outside. We still don’t know if they got inside to do it.

She parked outside the practice and was relieved to see no other cars in the lot yet but groaned when she saw Phil behind the desk, dreading the venomous barbs he was already preparing on his tongue. His relaxed expression hardened into a scowl as he saw her approaching and stood up to open the door.

“We don’t ask much, Zoe. It’s four hours, and you can’t even bother to get here on time?”

“Is Mom here?”

Phil blinked at her. “Yes. She’s in her office.”

“You better come with me,” she muttered.

He snorted. “Are we in charge now, Madame Fontaine?”

Zoe ignored him as she headed to her mother’s office, listening to Phil sigh with exasperation as he followed behind. She knocked, walking in as Arlene leaned back from her desk and looked up at her with annoyed look on her face.

“I did give you today’s date,” her mother said with exasperation. “It’s a good thing it’s been a quiet morning because Philip had to—”

“Have either of you heard what happened?” Zoe asked loudly, cutting off her mother whose mouth morphed into a sour line.

Arlene looked at Phil, her eyes sharpening with interest. “No. Heard what? What’s going on?”

Zoe’s stomach turned over as she took in their bewildered expressions.

“It’s about Melody Ortega. The vet tech at Leo’s clinic?”

Her mother looked at her in alarm and then nodded. “I know who Melody is. She’d been caring for Veronica for months. What about her?”

Zoe glanced back at Phil, but his angry expression had smoothed out suddenly and he was watching her with dawning concern.

“She’s dead. Leo and I found her body at her apartment last night.”
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Phil had made them all a coffee, and they were huddled in their mother’s office, listening to the ticking of the clock. Zoe was perched on a chair, with Phil leaning against the wall, looking impossibly large in the small space.

“But why would someone hurt Melody? She was such a kind and gentle girl…” her mother asked more to herself than Zoe.

“The sheriff’s department is still trying to find that out,” Zoe replied evasively, keeping her own theories about what might have happened to herself.

“I saw the cops driving up that way this morning,” Phil said. “I didn’t think anything of it. Nothing happens in Sapphire.”

Phil’s expression was blank and contemplative as he sipped his coffee, and Zoe was reminded of when Judy left. Phil’s attitude to trauma tended to be to push it away and ignore it. Zoe envied his ability to detach from reality.

“Weren’t Leo and Melody an item once?” Arlene asked suddenly.

“A long time ago, yeah.”

“He must be taking this very hard. Poor Leo. She had such a way with animals. Veronica loved her. This is just too awful.”

The bell sounded from reception, and her mother and brother immediately snapped into action, like a switch had been flipped in their heads—suddenly all business. Phil jumped to his feet.

“Mom, I think that’s Mr. Bailey for his appointment.”

“Oh, of course, show him in,” her mother said, her hands fluttering to her keyboard.

Zoe got up, glaring at her mother, but she had already turned back to her computer.

“Life goes on, right?” she asked bitterly.

“It certainly does,” came the reply, and Zoe swiftly left the room to stop herself from throwing her cup at her mother’s head.

As Phil retreated to his office and Zoe checked her emails, there was barely anything left for her to do. With just thirty minutes of her aborted shift remaining, she decided no one would miss her if she quietly slipped away.

She decided to head out and get some fresh air, a wave of sadness enveloping her as she left the clinic, looking at the mountains and the beauty of the morning. Melody would never see it again. She would never smell the spring air or watch another sunrise—her whole life had just been snatched away.

The tears that Zoe had held at bay since the night before sprang into her eyes, and she quickly got into her car.

She sat motionless behind the steering wheel, looking down the road at the town, watching the faraway strips of bunting flapping in the breeze.

It all looked so calm and ordinary, yet everything had been turned upside down in a matter of hours.

When she’d left the interview room the night before, she overheard some of the deputies talking about Melody’s death. They seemed to think she could have disturbed an intruder who’d attacked her.

All through the night, Zoe had been wondering about that theory, unable to believe it could really be the explanation for what had happened.

She had seen enough dead bodies and police photographs to know that the bruising around Melody’s neck was consistent with strangulation.

Why would a burglar strangle her? If she had surprised him—catching him in the act—it would be much quicker and cleaner to hit her or push her aside and run off.

Strangulation wasn’t a common method to kill someone in such cases. It was personal, and intimate, something that took time and an enormous amount of strength.

Isn’t it more likely to have been someone she knew? What if she had a boyfriend and things went bad between them?

Zoe started the car and headed to Leo’s ranch. If anyone knew about Melody’s personal life, it would be him, and she wanted to make sure he was doing okay.

Even the road to the ranch was impossibly beautiful. The sun bright behind the scudding clouds, sending shards of sunlight over the fertile soil, bathing everything in a warm glow.

When she arrived, she knocked on Leo’s door, but there was no answer. Surely he wouldn’t have opened the clinic today, given the circumstances?

She stood in front of the door for a few minutes and then wandered around the back. Her stomach turned over as she considered peering through the windows, the echo of the night before too vivid for her to even try.

Eventually, she came across a high wire fence that housed most of the chickens, and that was where she found him.

He was sitting on a stool with a pair of shears in his hands and a wide-brimmed hat on his head. There was a chicken in his lap, and as she watched, he placed the shears against the bird’s wing and sliced off several feathers.

Zoe cleared her throat.

Leo looked up, startled, and the chicken took the opportunity to make a break for it and fluttered away. Leo looked faintly annoyed as it did, but he stood up, opening the gate to allow Zoe to enter the wider fenced-off area beside the coop.

“Don’t worry,” he said, nodding at the chicken. “It don’t hurt her. I’m just trimming her flight feathers.”

“I know. I have seen a chicken before, Leo,” she said lightly. “They can’t get out of here, though, surely?”

He looked up at the high fence. “That one’s an escape artist. She makes a good go of it and can get over the fence if she’s determined enough.”

She looked up at him; the hat throwing shadow over his expression made it difficult to read.

“Beautiful day,” he muttered bitterly. Zoe didn’t reply. There were hard lines around Leo’s mouth, his face drawn. He looked about five years older than the day before, and it hurt to see it.

“I just came by to see if you’re doing okay,” she said softly as the breeze picked up. His hair was loose around his shoulders again, and the strands of it stirred, shimmering in the sunlight.

Leo threw down the shears and removed his gloves, pushing through the gate and away from her. She had to trot to keep up with his long strides.

“Cops were here again this mornin’, askin’ questions about Mel. They seem to think we had some kind of love affair goin’ on.”

He slammed through the front door, and Zoe slowed her pace. It was the angriest she had ever seen Leo. He was usually so quiet, so certain, so laid back. Now his shoulders were taut, his back rigid, every line of his body wound like a spring about to explode.

She closed the door quietly behind her.

“But you weren’t. They’ll work that out eventually, you know what cops are like with this stuff.”

“Nope. I actually have zero experience with having the cops show up on my doorstep, Zoe. I don’t know what it’s like in the big city, but I lead a very quiet life.”

He took a deep breath, tipped his head back, and exhaled loudly.

“It sure is a fine time of year to be accused of sleeping with my ex.”

Zoe fidgeted, unsure what to say as she plucked at a loose thread on her sleeve then ripped it off and watched the seam unravel.

“You want somethin’ to drink?”

“Uh… sure. What are you having?”

“Other than three shots of bourbon? A whiskey chaser,” he muttered, throwing his hat onto the couch and turning to face her. “Will tea do?”

“Sure.”

He walked into the kitchen and proceeded to slam several things onto the stove as he began to boil the water. He glanced at her after a few minutes of silence and sighed.

“I guess I’m not dealin’ with things too well. Sorry.”

“Leo, it was less than twenty-four hours ago, and she was your friend. You’re allowed to lose it a bit.”

A smile flitted over his face. “Is that what I’m doin’?” He frowned down at the coffee and started putting everything back again. “I’m gonna make us some green tea.”

Zoe watched him busy himself in the kitchen, taking the chance to look around the room again. It really was a calming space, settling her fractured nerves and allowing her chest to loosen. She took a few steps to the side and perched on the arm of the sofa.

“Look, I don’t want to drag you through all this again, but is there any chance Melody had a boyfriend you weren’t aware of? Or had she told you about anyone she was seeing?”

Leo continued to move around the kitchen, his head cocked to one side.

“Not that she mentioned to me. She might have told Nancy; those two were pretty close. I called her this morning, Nancy, I mean, but she was too upset to talk. I’m gonna go by there tomorrow. Lord knows what I’ll say.”

“What will you do with the clinic for now?”

“I’ll have to call around and ask everyone to hold their appointments. I’m sure Nancy’ll help me with that, but we got a backlog that won’t wait. I can’t do it for too long, I got some pretty sick patients I have to make sure get seen to.”

Life goes on.

“Everyone will understand if you need to take some time.”

“Maybe I should take a page out of your book and keep busy.”

There was a quiet clatter as he placed a strainer on the side and came over to her, holding a small, handleless wooden cup. It was thick and beautiful, carved around the edges with feathers that fluttered over the surface. It had been varnished to a high shine and reflected the light as she took it in her hand, studying it with interest.

“This is beautiful.”

“Thanks. I made them,” he said, taking a sip as Zoe did the same. It was extremely bitter, the tea almost black, and she fought to keep from wincing, wondering if he’d be insulted if she asked for some sugar.

“Why’d you ask about her boyfriend?”

“Well, I just… it was a hunch, really.”

“In what way?”

“It’s odd, the circumstances I mean, they seem odd. What the cops are saying doesn’t seem to fit.”

Leo gave a derisive scoff, walking to the window, his back muscles flexing as he placed a hand in his pocket. She frowned at him, trying to fight the irritation that rose in her. She was on a razor’s edge, and it didn’t take much to trigger her.

“What, you don’t think it’s odd what happened to her?” she asked.

“Odd?” Leo said sharply, spinning around, his eyes dark and angry. “No, I don’t think it was odd. I think it was awful. I think it’s one of the worst things I can imagine happening to a person. I don’t want to think about any of it right now. I just lost my friend, Zoe. She was a wonderful person and someone I’ve known for a long time. Can’t you give it a rest for five minutes? Not everything is a goddamn story!”

Zoe stared at him, astonished by the venom in his words, and looked down at her tea, feeling the flush rise up her neck and across her face. Anger and guilt warred inside her as she tried to keep her temper in check.

Why do I always default to reporter-mode, I can’t just have a conversation with a person without sounding like I’m interviewing them.

Zoe drained her tea, the heat of it burning her throat, before placing her cup gently on the table beside her. Leo was breathing heavily, his knuckles white around his own cup, fire in his eyes that hadn’t dimmed at all.

Zoe stuck out her chin. “I just wanted to check on you, Leo. I’m sorry. I’ve done that, so I’ll go.”

“Zo—”

“It’s alright. I guess I’ll see you in a few days. We probably all need to process this in our own time. I’ll see myself out.”
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Back in her room that night, Zoe’s mind was a whirl of thoughts, doubts, and fears, and the only way she knew how to calm it was to make it spiral in a specific direction.

She put on her headphones, selected a lo-fi playlist, and got to work. Grabbing her notepad, she began writing down the elements of the story in the order that they had taken place and putting the pages on the floor. One piece was sacrificed almost instantly to Satan, who came and settled himself on it, watching her with interest.

First of all, she had the deer—no one else seemed to think it was important—but she was beginning to believe it was the start of a much bigger picture.

Am I crazy for thinking this is all connected? Have I just gotten too paranoid over the years?

It felt like something was staring her in the face that wouldn’t come into focus until she’d put everything in the right box.

She wrote ‘deer’ on the pad, ripped out the page and placed it in the top left-hand corner and then wrote “Xylazine,” “cats,” and “Mrs. B,” on the next ones and lay them beside it.

Her pen hovered over the paper, her mind racing with different possibilities. She glanced around as if someone might be watching her—maybe this is my slow descent into madness—and then she wrote down “Melody.”

She leaned back on her heels, looking at them all laid out in a line, stroking Satan and trying to make a connection between everything. She picked up Melody’s name, staring at it for several seconds.

A few animals being killed doesn’t suddenly lead to murder, surely.

Zoe ran her fingers idly over Melody’s name, wondering what could have happened in her past that had led a fun-loving, friendly woman to make such an enemy. She put her name aside, marking that up as one for the future.

There was a gentle knock at the door, and Zoe hastily turned over the paper that read “Mrs. B.”

“Come in.”

As Mrs. Bornstein opened the door she frowned at Satan. “Is he bothering you?”

“He’s helping with my research,” she said fondly, picking up the cat and rising to her feet. “It’s nice to have some company. Do you need help with anything?”

“I was thinking I might order in tonight,” Mrs. Bornstein said. “I wondered if you might like to join me.”

Zoe brightened. “I’d love to!”

“How’s pizza? There’s a new place about fifteen minutes from here.”

“Sounds like an excellent idea. How are you doing? You alright?”

“Oh yes,” Mrs. Bornstein’s eyes crinkled at the corners. “I can keep to myself when I need to. Gave me the chance to practice my knitting. I need to re-familiarize myself with the basics before I start my real project.”

“What are you planning to make?” she asked, handing Satan over, who instantly started purring in Mrs. Bornstein’s arms.

“I wanted to make a scarf for my niece. I was very good at it when I was younger, but I’ve gotten sloppy. Once I’ve mastered it again, I’ll start using the real wool.”

“What color is it?”

Mrs. Bornstein sniffed. “Black.”

Zoe laughed. “How old is your niece?”

“She’s nine. Black is her favorite color, apparently. I thought I’d better keep it simple.”

“At least it’ll go with everything,” Zoe quipped, which gave Mrs. Bornstein a small chuckle. “Let me know how much I owe you for the pizza.”

“Oh, it’s on me, dear. Your room is paying for my babies’ care. Don’t you worry. What kind of toppings you like?”

“I guess it’s too much to hope that you like Hawaiian?” she asked.

Mrs. Bornstein gave her a conspiratorial smile. “I don’t understand people who think pineapple doesn’t go on pizza.”

“Amen to that. I’ll be out in a bit,” Zoe said, watching her wander back down the hall with Satan’s wide green eyes staring over her shoulder.

But as she closed the door something was pinging around in the back of her skull, something that Mrs. Bornstein had just said that sparked an idea.

She returned to the papers on the carpet and stared at them, running back through their conversation.

“I need to get the basics down before I start my proper project.”

Zoe stilled, staring at the word Xylazine against the white paper.

“Practice,” she murmured, feeling the hair on her arms standing up.

What if someone was practicing using the drug and seeing what the effects might be…?

That could be one reason why the deer had been left in the forest like that. The person who killed it wasn’t interested in harvesting the meat or even trophy hunting. Maybe they just wanted to see if the drug would work.

She stood up, her hands flexing by her side as she stared at the papers beneath her.

Maybe the deer was the test subject, something wild that wouldn’t be missed, and then they could move on to easier victims once they knew it worked.

If that were true it pointed to something much darker, much more unpleasant than a kid’s prank. If someone was deliberately testing this drug on the animals, then what was their end game?

Zoe sat down heavily on the floor, pulled her laptop from the bed, and typed in Xylazine to see what else she could discover. A powerful sedative couldn’t just be bought over the counter; there must be some regulation around it. Maybe by some helpful twist of fate, there would be a register of everyone who procured it.

She searched through several sites, reviewing the state laws, but her hope began to wane as she uncovered more information.

In West Virginia, Xylazine was not scheduled as a controlled substance. It was federally regulated as a veterinary drug but reporting and tracking were limited. The fact that Xylazine had been present in several cases of overdoses did mean that some states monitored it more carefully, but not West Virginia.

Her hopes of finding some helpful spreadsheet that listed everyone who had purchased it went down in flames.

She slammed her laptop closed. That didn’t narrow things down much at all.

Zoe ran a hand through her hair as Mrs. Bornstein’s voice drifted through the door, letting her know the pizza was on the way.

Zoe went back to her papers, moving them around to try to get her brain moving.

She thought back to her conversation with Lucy Symanski and what her friend had told her about Jack Stanfield and the crimes from his past.

She reopened her laptop, her fingers hovering over the keys, staring at the flashing cursor before she finally typed in his name.

After she’d sifted through all the other Jack Stanfields in existence, several photos of Jack from his Facebook profile popped up. To her surprise, she found that it was public, and she skimmed through it.

His posts had been fairly active once, but they’d faded out in recent years. What was strange was that there were hardly any pictures of his teenage years, barely any from when he was young.

Zoe’s own Facebook page was riddled with humiliating photos that her friends had uploaded when she was in high school and college. She’d removed the tags from them, but they were there forever now, frozen in time.

She frowned as she kept searching through Jack’s profile. There wasn’t a lot of writing on his page. Any posts he put up were mainly pictures of wildlife and landscapes that he’d taken. He wasn’t a bad photographer, either. Some of the pictures were atmospheric, with silhouettes of deer walking in the mists around the woods in the area.

The last post was dated 2021, and since then, he hadn’t posted at all. His was a decidedly sparse existence if she went by his social media; perhaps he was just as much of a recluse as Ray.

Jack certainly didn’t come across as confident around people, unlike his brother. He seemed strange and withdrawn, but wasn’t that just the same as Elliot Morgan? They were both introverted, unusual people who didn’t fit in with the general mold of the town.

Zoe sat silently, staring at the pages on her floor for several minutes, listening to Mrs. Bornstein clattering about in the kitchen.

After a while, she ripped out another sheet, and another, scribbling down names and placing them with the rest.

She stared at the picture before her, ‘Elliot’, ‘Ray’, and ‘Jack’ scattered across the floor.

Until she proved otherwise, everyone could be linked to what had happened. Her eyes skittered to Melody’s name, but she didn’t move her into the circle.

She wasn’t ready to believe that anyone in Sapphire Valley was capable of murder.
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When the day of Melody’s funeral arrived, it seemed to Zoe that everyone in town was planning to pay their respects. Several people had stopped her in the street during the preceding days to ask about what had happened, and everywhere she went the name Melody was on people’s lips.

Zoe stood in front of the long mirror in her bedroom, looking at the outfit she’d selected and wondered if it was appropriate. She hadn’t packed any black clothes, and almost everything she owned was in some way colorful. At the bottom of her case, she’d found a white shirt and charcoal suit jacket that looked fairly formal, but it was more for an interview than a funeral.

Smoothing her hands down her body, Zoe’s fingers moved over the sharp lines of her hip bones that stuck out through her clothing. She was still underweight despite all the food Mrs. Bornstein had forced upon her. The stress of the last few weeks had taken its toll.

Nausea rolled through her gut as she imagined the crowds that would be in attendance at the funeral and the inevitable questions that might come her way. Most of the townsfolk now knew that she and Leo had discovered the body—It had given them both a kind of celebrity status but for all the wrong reasons.

Kissinger had called her most days, his accusatory tone grating on her as he reminded her not to leave town. It was as if the entire sheriff’s department had decided she and Leo had something to hide, without a shred of evidence to back it up. They had even called her in for a second round of questioning, but she hadn’t been able to tell them anything they didn’t already know.

From what she could tell, Leo was a suspect too, but he had barely spoken to her since their argument. The idea of seeing him again at a funeral of all places, when emotions would be running high, was not a pleasant prospect.

Mrs. Bornstein shuffled by her doorway, muttering as she wandered along the hall. She had plenty of black clothes and looked very smart with several necklaces over a plain beaded top and a long, woolen cardigan.

Zoe couldn’t wait for it all to be over. She hated funerals. They focused on mourning a loss when they should celebrate the light that the person had created in the world.

When I go, I want balloons and cake and happy music, none of this somber crap.

An image of Leo on a hillside in the open air reading a Cherokee blessing passed through her mind. She stared at her reflection, frowning at the thought, and slammed the door closed with some finality.

If he speaks to me today, that’ll be a good start.

“Do you want to drive there?” Zoe asked as she stepped into the hall to find Mrs. Bornstein fumbling to tie the ends of a bracelet on her wrist.

“No, I think it would be best to walk. Funerals are better when you can breathe the air.”

“Have you been to a lot?”

“More than my share, I’m an old lady now. How about you?”

“A few.”

Zoe wouldn’t forget the funeral of Judy’s best friend. Sixteen years old and dead from an overdose. It had been one of the worst days of her life.

“Here. Let me help you with that.”

She stepped forward and fastened the clasp around Mrs. Bornstein’s wrist. Now that she looked at her more closely, her landlady seemed to be wearing every piece of jewelry she owned. The older woman looked up at her, her eyes shining in the semi-darkness.

“Melody looked after Mr. Nibbles last year for forty-eight hours straight when he wasn’t well. One of the clinic’s usual staff had called in sick, and she didn’t go home for two days. She even slept at the clinic. It’s a rare thing to go out of your way for people—Melody did that a lot.”

Zoe nodded, trying to smile. It was easier not to think of Melody and her bright, effervescent personality. It still didn’t seem real that she was gone.

She could see other mourners gathering as they walked down the hill toward the church. There were already dozens of people circling the building. Many were in normal clothing, just there to pay their respects.

Zoe preferred to see people in fleeces and jackets rather than suits and black coats. She felt a smile spread over her face as Mrs. Bornstein muttered under her breath about them not being dressed appropriately. Somehow, Mrs. Bornstein’s old-fashioned attitude made the strictness of the day more bearable.

Leo was standing by the church doorway, talking to the pastor. Zoe hadn’t met Kyle Underwood yet. He was an attractive man, much younger than she had expected, with round wire-rimmed spectacles and an open, easy expression. He had an earring in one ear that twinkled in the sunlight.

The chatter around them was subdued but continuous, and the incessant noise helped to calm her nerves. As soon as they reached the edge of the crowd, the family and those attending the service began to file into the church. Zoe checked her watch; somehow, they had made it in time.

As they walked into the nave, Zoe was relieved to see that it was a closed casket.

Cremate me and scatter me in a waterfall so I can travel the world. I don’t want to be lying in a box like an exhibit at a museum.

As they headed toward their seats, Mrs. Bornstein peeled off briefly and made her way over to a beautiful woman with long copper hair who was standing just past the doorway. Zoe stayed where she was, trying to catch their conversation. The woman looked a little stunned as Mrs. Bornstein grabbed her hand.

“Mrs. Ortega? I’m Edith Bornstein; Melody looked after my cats for many years. I wanted to give you my condolences and tell you your daughter was a wonderful support to me.”

Zoe cringed at the strange exchange as she watched the woman, who must have been Melody’s mother, stammer her response. The church was beginning to fill up, and she went to her seat at the end of a pew at the back of the church.

It smelled as if someone had recently covered the wood with varnish and the stinging scent of it was oddly evocative of her childhood, forced to sit beside her mother every Sunday pretending to believe in God.

The high stained-glass window above shed light across the assembling congregation, sending colored shapes across the flagstones.

A shadow fell across her, and she looked up to see Leo, who looked unfairly handsome in a suede jacket with a bolo tie around his neck and a thick beige shirt.

“Wasn’t sure if you’d come,” he said quietly, shifting his weight as he glanced away.

“Of course. How are you doing?” she asked as Mrs. Bornstein shuffled over and greeted Leo as she sat down.

Leo stared at Zoe for a long time, his brow furrowed as he shrugged. “Fine. Swell. Never better.” Then he walked away without another word.

Zoe watched him go over to Melody’s mother. They spoke briefly and then Leo led her to the front of the church as the rest of the guests filed inside.

She glanced around, examining the faces of all those who had come. Is the killer here? If it’s someone she knew, then it’s more than likely.

A good way to shift blame was to show sadness and remorse, she had seen it many times before. She examined each face, trying to see any signs of nervousness or uncertainty, but the only people who seemed close to Melody were her parents and Leo, with no obvious boyfriend in sight.

Zoe turned to see the sheriff and his deputies entering. They were all dressed in civilian clothing, keeping together as a group as they nodded to Kyle, who was in the process of closing the doors.

Jack Stanfield entered the church, staying close to his brother. He looked smart in a black suit and tie but appeared just as agitated as he had at the meeting the other night, if not more so. His eyes darted around, and about the church incessantly, his head bowed, hiding his face.

Chase was wearing a heavy leather jacket and stuck to his brother like glue. He mingled with the other cops as they chatted quietly, but Jack never said a word. Zoe frowned as Jack turned, almost impulsively, and headed toward Melody’s mother. At the last second, Chase pulled him back, whispering something into his ear and giving him a firm glare. Then they walked down the aisle and sat alongside the sheriff and Deputy Walker.

The doors closed with a sharp click, and Zoe turned back to face the front of the room. Jack and Chase settled themselves in the pews, and Jack leaned heavily against his brother, who eventually put an arm around him.

There were so many people still outside, yet the sound of the murmuring crowd had faded into nothing. If there’s one thing this town does well, it’s coming together in a time of crisis.

She stared at the coffin as the pastor walked to the front and turned to face them all. The flowers were colorful, the sun pure and bright as the dappled colors from the window reflected off the coffin’s polished surface, and the service began.
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The earth hit the coffin with a thud as Melody’s father put his arm around her mother at the edge of the grave. It was a small plot at the back of the churchyard, and the crowds that had gathered were scattered among the graves like gloomy specters in the sunshine.

Zoe’s eyes were fixed on Jack Stanfield as the other mourners gathered around the grave. He and Chase were standing further back, his body twitching, his expression blank.

Chase was holding his brother’s wrist loosely in one hand; their heads lowered as the pastor spoke to the huge crowd that almost filled the cemetery.

Kyle Underwood was an impressive man, articulate, intelligent, and with a turn of phrase that was beautiful and heartfelt. She could see why he was so well-liked among those in Sapphire; he had the right temperament to suit the fierce loyalty and deep emotion of a town like this.

As the service ended, the crowd began to break up, and the hubbub of noise increased as people slowly filed out of the cemetery. A baby’s cry pierced the air in a shrill whine that seemed to permit others to start talking again.

“You gettin’ it all down, Fontaine?” came a familiar voice. Zoe turned to see Sheriff Kissinger behind her, his stance casual but his gaze razor sharp as he stared at her. “Wasn’t sure I would see you here. It’s not like you knew Ms. Ortega that well.”

Zoe kept her eyes on the mourners, clenching her fist inside her coat pocket.

“I knew her a little,” she muttered.

“You here supporting Leo?” he asked loudly, and Zoe stiffened as several people passing by glanced over at them.

“What?” she hissed.

“Well, it’s just, seein’ as you two found her and are spending so much time together, I figured you’d wanna support your boyfriend.”

Zoe closed her eyes. Kissinger was trying to get a rise out of her, but it didn’t make it any less humiliating. His mouth was curled in an unpleasant line, and he didn’t look in the least bothered by the people who were now openly staring at the two of them.

“He isn’t my boyfriend,” she gritted out.

“But Melody was his girlfriend,” Kissinger said, stepping forward. “Leo’s a good-looking guy; maybe she didn’t get the message. Started making trouble for him.”

“What do you want, Kissinger? You’re seriously doing this here with her family thirty feet away?”

His gaze hardened. “What the hell were you doin’ up at her apartment, Fontaine? You see her car on the side of the road and just assume somethin’ bad happened? Pretty strange—”

“I would have thought you would have more respect for the dead, Sheriff,” came a sharp voice from beside Zoe as Mrs. Bornstein came up beside them. “We are at a girl’s funeral; this is hardly the time to be harassing members of the community.”

Zoe was shocked by the anger in Mrs. Bornstein’s eyes but even more astonished when Kissinger seemed utterly cowed by it.

There was a charged moment of silence, and then the sheriff nodded his head at her.

“I’ll be seein’ you, Fontaine,” he said gruffly, and then sauntered away.

Zoe watched him as he rejoined the other cops. Chase still had his arm around his brother, but now it seemed a genuine comfort as Jack had tears streaming down his cheeks.

Zoe frowned as he started to sob audibly, the type of grief that should, by rights, have been reserved for Melody’s family. Jack looked utterly distraught. With a brief murmur to the others, Chase led him away out of the churchyard, half dragging him over the grass.

Zoe turned to her landlady, whose expression was tight and sorrowful.

“Thanks… For what you said to Kissinger.”

“That’s alright. He never did have much time for anything that didn’t serve his purpose.” She nodded toward the gates out of the cemetery. “You coming?”

“If it’s alright with you, I might stay for a while,” Zoe muttered. Mrs. Bornstein gave her a quizzical look. “I need to drop by the paper anyway and see if Rick needs help with anything.”

Her mother and Phil passed by them and Zoe quickly averted her eyes and turned away. Mrs. Bornstein’s gaze, however, followed them as they walked out of the churchyard.

“That’s why you’re staying with me, isn’t it? Because you don’t get along with your family?” she said softly.

Zoe clenched her jaw. “It’s just easier.”

Mrs. Bornstein patted her arm. “I’ll head back. You come whenever you’re ready,” and she wandered away into the crowd, leaving Zoe alone.

Zoe moved beneath the shadow of a cherry tree behind her. The crooked trunk jutted up against the wall and provided some shelter, but she had a good view of the churchyard without being in anyone’s direct eye line.

Melody’s family were walking slowly back toward the church with Leo in their wake. Kissinger and Walker stood close to the grave, talking quietly together. It was always strange to see cops in plain clothes. They still looked like law enforcement and there was an air about them that they could never shake that gave them away.

Zoe looked up at the church and the ball of the sun obscured by the little turret on the roof. Her eyes moved along the line of the mountains beyond and down to the cemetery, over a patch of dry scrubland behind it where bright green and yellow bushes dotted the dusty soil.

At the back of the cemetery, almost entirely hidden from view, was a solitary figure leaning against a tree, his head down, body hunched forward. Zoe stared at him, wondering who it was, until a golden retriever trotted out from the trees behind him and came to sit at his feet.

Zoe set off along the line of the wall around the cemetery, walking carefully past the graves toward him. Elliot Morgan’s long dark hair was loose today and cleaner than the last time she’d seen him. He’d cleaned himself up and it seemed as if he’d made an effort with his appearance. His fingers were fussing busily with something, and as she drew closer, she saw it was a cigarette he was rolling and re-rolling incessantly.

He straightened at her approach, taking a step back and looking wary.

“I come in peace,” she said, raising her hands in front of her. “Zoe Fontaine, remember? I was with you when you were in the hospital?”

Elliot squinted at her and then pushed off the tree trunk he had been leaning against as Buddy trotted over to say hello.

“I remember,” he said, his eyes on the church behind. “I thought maybe you were one of the family coming to tell me to get lost. Didn’t think I’d be welcome in there.”

He tucked his hair behind his ear as she bent down and stroked the dog. Buddy’s fur was incredibly soft, a lovely pale blonde color with curls at the front.

“Thanks for calling the ambulance that day, by the way,” he muttered, not making eye contact.

“You’re welcome. How’s Buddy doing?”

Elliot brightened a little as he looked down at the dog. “He’s way better.”

She paused, standing back up as Buddy returned to his owner’s side. “I heard the cops let you go. I’m glad it all got cleared up.”

He snorted, looking up at the sky and scratching his chin.

“Eventually. They said I’d killed those cats they found. Trying to pin it on me because of Buddy. But I had an alibi, so they had to let me go.”

“How come they kept you in so long?”

He rolled his eyes. “Because my alibi is a stoner douchebag and wouldn’t return my calls. Eventually, he told them I’d been at his place, but he was scared shitless because he thought the cops would arrest him for drugs. It took forever to get him to tell them the truth. I’d never hurt an animal like that. Not ever.”

Elliot turned away, signaling to Buddy, who scampered after him. Zoe followed at a leisurely pace as they made their way through the dirt along a path that curved around and joined the road beside the church.

“Why did they arrest you in the first place?” she asked, trying to sound curious instead of eager.

“Because Buddy got sick. I was worried, and I took him to see Mel. She was real nice about it all and helped him, but they said the same drugs in Buddy’s system were what they found in the cats, or whatever? They think I’m a freak anyway. You could see how happy the cops were that they had someone to blame.”

He kicked a stone down the path, grimacing angrily. They walked in silence for a few more minutes, Zoe trying to work out a way to keep him talking.

“You’re not a freak, Elliot,” she said firmly. A town like Sapphire could be pretty isolating for those who stood out against the norm. “How do you think the drugs got into his system?”

The undergrowth thinned out beneath their feet as they made their way back to the road. Buddy’s happy pants were loud as he trotted back to check on them before running ahead. Elliott stopped, snapping off a twig from a nearby tree and twisting it in his fingers.

“Look, I like death. Ever since I was a kid, it’s been kind of a thing for me. My mom doesn’t get it, and my dad called me a nutjob to my face—it’s not something anyone understands. I just find it interesting what happens to a body after it dies. When I found the deer, I was pretty high, and it looked super weird, so I got upset and ran out of there pretty quickly. It was only when I got home that I realized Buddy had something in his mouth, and when I got it off him, it was the deer’s foot!”

He ran a hand through his hair and snapped the twig in two, throwing it back into the bushes.

“Anyway, most people would have thought it was gross, but I found it kind of interesting. I’d never seen a deer hoof that close before, so I was lookin’ at it for a while, but then I forgot about it, and when Buddy got sick, I couldn’t find it anywhere and realized he ate some of it. There was a mangled piece of it in the garage.”

He laughed to himself.

“If I’d told the cops that straight away, it might have been a lot simpler, but I didn’t want them searchin’ my house.”

Zoe grinned. “I take it you have drugs under your bed?”

Elliot chuckled, shaking his head. “I called my mom and asked her to throw out all my weed. I probably had too much of it anyway. After she’d ripped me a new one and Tyler told them where I was, they let me go, but I am grounded forever. Like forever. Mom only let me out today because Mel looked after Buddy. She’s waiting in her car down the street, and I’ve got about two minutes before she comes and starts screaming at me.”

They walked onto the sidewalk, and Elliot whistled to Buddy, who had gone across the road to sniff the bottom of a wall.

“You’re not a freak, Elliot,” she said again, and he looked at her like the words had sunk in this time. “You’re not. Don’t let anyone tell you you’re lesser than them because you’re not what this tiny place thinks is normal.”

“Is this where you tell me I’m just different and I should ‘embrace my truth’?”

“No. This is where I tell you to stand up for yourself. Because no one else is gonna do it.”

There was a loud beeping behind them, and a tiny black car pulled up.

“Jesus, that’s my mom,” he said despairingly. “Thanks, Ms. Fontaine. I might not throw out all my nail polish just yet.”

“It’s Zoe, and you’re welcome.”

He jogged away, Buddy hard on his heels as they got into the car. Zoe turned back, heading slowly up the hill and walked toward The Chronicle. She knew Rick was working today, writing up all about the tragedy, and she would rather be actively doing something than sitting around at home.

She was now more convinced than ever that Elliot had nothing to do with the cat’s deaths—and I have a reason why the drugs were in Buddy’s system, too.

She’d woken up feeling hopeless, convinced that all her investigations were at a dead end, but now her brain was whirring with what Elliot had said.

Why were the cats left at the clinic, of all places?

Wouldn’t it have been simpler to dump them in the woods? There were plenty of places to throw out their bodies where they wouldn’t have been discovered for months, if at all.

Could the cats have been placed at the clinic as some kind of warning?
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The next morning, Zoe got to her mother’s clinic to find three patients waiting outside. She rushed inside, turned on her computer, and went through the morning routine.

Although she hated every minute of being forced to work with her mother and brother, she had to admit that the tasks first thing in the morning were a nice break from her routine.

She walked through the office, feeding the fish, tidying the bathroom, replenishing the toilet paper, and turning on the air freshener. Then she headed to her mother’s office and ensured that everything was clean and how she liked it before she started the day.

Her mother ordered fresh flowers for the reception area once a week, and Zoe took a few minutes to arrange them.

Just before she unlocked the front door, she headed to her brother’s office to make sure that everything met his exacting standards, and almost jumped out of her skin when she opened the door to find him sitting at his desk.

“Jesus Christ, Phil. What time did you get here?” she demanded.

“I had some work to finish. Thanks for knocking.”

“I didn’t think you were here yet.”

He looked over at her. “Are you letting the patients in, or were you planning to just sit at your desk and wait for them to break down the door?”

“It’s not nine yet.”

“It’s eight fifty-eight.”

“Jesus Phil, can you give me a goddamn break for five minutes?”

He stopped what he was doing on the computer and looked at her, something almost like remorse in his eyes.

“My first patient is Mr. Hammond.”

Zoe glanced toward the front door where a large man with very pink cheeks was squinting through the glass.

“If we’re thirty seconds late he’ll leave a shitty review online, is all,” Phil waved a hand. “So… whenever you’re ready.”

“I’ll get on that right now, boss,” she replied sarcastically, but Phil had a slight twist to his mouth instead of the usual scowl as she left the room.

She walked to the door to open it just as her mother was pulling up. Zoe welcomed the first patients of the day with a bright smile as they filed in, Mr. Hammond checking his watch as he did so.

The morning was extremely busy. Several calls came in, and Zoe needed to reschedule a number of appointments that had to be moved to accommodate Melody’s funeral.

As lunch rolled around, Zoe steeled herself and walked to her mother’s office. A question had been burning at the back of her mind all day, and she needed to ask it before she lost her nerve. She knocked on the door, but her mother was on the phone.

Groaning, she went to find her brother. He looked up as she walked into his office and half closed the door behind her.

“What did you do? If it’s something to do with a patient file, you need to speak to Mom.”

“Actually, I wanted to ask you a question.”

He looked her up and down again. “Hemorrhoids, is it?”

“Ha ha. It isn’t about me, actually. I wanted to ask if you knew anything about Melody’s death.”

Phil leaned back in his chair, turning to face her. “Why do you ask?”

“Because I thought you might have heard something. Was there any other news about her body or how she was found?”

He rubbed a hand over his face and shook his head. “No, I haven’t heard anything. All I know is the same as everyone else—that she was strangled like it said in the paper. Either way, she was pretty unlucky, but that part of town has always been rough. I wouldn’t choose to rent an apartment there if I was a woman on my own.”

“Why not?”

“Those apartments are cheap for a reason. They used to have a problem with drug users there, but it was cleaned up a few years back. Some of the tenants didn’t leave, though. It could be that someone was looking through her apartment for drugs and then panicked when she came home. Who knows?”

“Looked like a nice place to live to me.”

“Maybe it’s better now, but there’s only so much landlords can do to deal with that kind of problem.”

Zoe started to ask another question when her mother’s voice drifted through, calling for Phil to come and help with something.

Phil rose and headed out. Zoe had to step into his office to let him by, he was almost too wide to fit through the doorway. Zoe turned, about to follow him, when she noticed he hadn’t locked his computer.

She hesitated, hovering on the threshold. She had tried to access Jack’s profile before and failed. After his strange behavior at the funeral, she couldn’t get the idea of the cats and the clinic out of her mind, but if she looked at the record, it would be a betrayal of her family’s trust…

It’s not like I owe them anything. They haven’t exactly made my life easy up to now.

She glanced behind her, still able to hear Phil’s rumbling voice through the wall, and made her decision. She strode across the room, leaned over the desk and clicked back through the data until she came to the patient list, scrolling through quickly, keeping an ear out for Phil returning.

After a few seconds, she found Jack’s name and hesitated again. Technically, this was breaking the law. If anyone found out, she could get her mother into a lot of trouble.

But if it’s on Phil’s account, no one is going to know.

She clicked on Jack’s name.

The notes were detailed and disparate, broken up over several appointments. Zoe scanned through the information, noticing that Jack had had several appointments on the schedule but that he hadn’t turned up to the last three.

Her eyes caught on something her mother had added at the base of the last appointment, “some issues reported regarding Mr. Stanfield being off his meds, consider increasing dose in two months’ time.”

She grabbed a Post-it from Phil’s desk and scribbled down the names of Jack’s medication and after a moment’s hesitation, jotted down his address too.

Closing down the windows, she headed swiftly to the door, only to bump into her brother as he walked back in. His eyes narrowed instantly with suspicion, and she kept the Post-it firmly screwed into her palm as he slowly moved past her.

“What?” she said innocently. “I was refilling your soap dispenser.”

She sidled past him and into the hallway, breathing a sigh of relief when his door closed firmly behind her.

Returning to the reception desk, she closed down her computer before telling her mom she was leaving for the day. Her mom barely acknowledged her, and the guilt she felt at accessing Jack’s records faded away.

Once she was in her car, she looked up the medication on her phone. It seemed that Jack had been prescribed anti-psychotics, which, according to the notes in his file, he had a habit of refusing to take.

She leaned back, scanning the list of symptoms the drug treated. She wasn’t an expert on anti-psychotics, but knew the stereotypes of such diseases were often misleading. Most of her knowledge came from TV and movies, where Hollywood exaggerated symptoms and portrayed psychotic disorders as outright insanity.

She didn’t want to fall into that hole and assume just because Jack had some symptoms of psychosis, that he might have become violent. But his behavior had been downright off at Melody’s funeral. She didn’t know him really at all, but he didn’t seem like the kind of guy to burst into tears so effusively at an acquaintance’s funeral.

Did Jack even know Melody? What if Jack hadn’t been well and he started to fixate on Melody? What if he had been hanging around the clinic, not because of the animals, but because of her?
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Zoe spent the afternoon at The Chronicle, which was once again deserted. When Rick had written up Melody’s obituary he had kept the details of the investigation surrounding her death as broad as possible. He was slumped in his chair in front of his computer when she arrived, dead-eyed and tired.

She spent some time looking into local stories about drug use in the area, searching for anything on Melody’s apartment building, but came up empty. The miserable atmosphere of the office started to get to her, and she saw that Rick had fallen asleep at his desk.

She left, feeling thoroughly depressed, and decided to go and sort things out with Leo.

Things had been weird since Melody’s death, and the thought of Leo being angry with her made her uncomfortable in a way she didn’t want to examine too closely. All she knew was that she wanted to make things right, even if it meant apologizing for doing her job.

Her eyes kept flicking to the rearview mirror as she drove, increasingly paranoid about any car that followed her for any length of time. Since the night of the crash, she’d obsessed over every aspect of what had happened, wondering if the SUV had really been following her or whether she was convincing herself of dangers that weren’t there.

She hadn’t investigated Conway’s death since she had arrived in Sapphire Valley. Whistle Falls was right on her doorstep, yet even with boxes of files in her line of sight every night, she hadn’t opened one.

The truth was, she was frightened of what would happen if she kept going with it. Getting rammed off the road had taken more of a toll on her than she’d expected. Keeping her focus on Melody and working out what had happened to her felt safe by comparison.

The road behind her remained empty as she drove to the front entrance of the ranch. The long back road from the 205 was the rear access, and as she pulled up, it looked much grander and even more impressive than from the front.

The fenced-off driveway had heavy iron gates across it that read “Blue Spirit Ranch”. There were horses visible in the distance and wildflowers growing on the edge of the road, the bobbing trumpets of daffodils nodding to her as she passed.

Chickens and ducks fluttered about as before, and everywhere she looked, there was nature and movement.

I wonder if Leo would give me some eggs as a gift for Mrs. Bornstein. I bet they taste amazing.

Leo emerged as she approached the main barn, wiping his hands on a cloth and squinting at her car. He didn’t smile, and Zoe felt irrationally angry that he hadn’t somehow forgiven her already.

Why does his opinion matter to me so much anyway?

She stopped the car and got out, conscious of her heels and the look he shot her way as she walked toward him, feeling rather proud that she didn’t stumble on the uneven, stony path.

“I wasn’t sure if you’d reopened the clinic yet,” she said as he tucked the cloth in his back pocket and came forward.

He gave a half shrug. “I spoke with Nancy; she thought we should wait until after the funeral. It still feels too soon, but I’m already getting calls from people at all hours who need their pets seen to. Melody wouldn’t want them to wait any longer if it meant they got sicker.”

“It’s alright, Leo,” she said wearily. “You don’t need to explain yourself to me. I think waiting until after the funeral makes sense.”

“What are you doin’ here?” he asked, the cold expression on his face making her skin itch.

“Look, I know you were pretty annoyed with me before…” She waited for him to jump in and deny it, but he just raised his eyebrows at her. Zoe laughed. “Alright, so maybe I was being a bit—”

“Bullheaded?” Leo said, and Zoe bit her tongue, her ire rising.

“Yeah. I guess you could say that.”

“What, are you here to apologize or somethin’? That’s not necessary.” The dismissive tone just pissed her off even more and all her carefully manicured explanations went out the window in seconds.

“I just wanted to find out what happened to her,” she said, attempting civility.

“She died.”

“Don’t you want to know why?”

“Last I looked, that’s what the cops are for, Zoe. Not you. Not me. And we’re not gonna get anywhere speculatin’ over it.”

“Their theory makes zero sense!”

“There are lots of reasons people hurt somebody. They don’t always have to have some detailed motive. She caught someone off guard, maybe, or tried to fight him off. That’d sound like Mel. She didn’t like people takin’ things they hadn’t earned.”

“Alright, well—”

“Zo, I told you I didn’t want to talk about it.”

“Well, why the hell not?” her voice echoed around the ranch, louder than she’d intended, and Leo’s gaze darkened as he tugged the cloth from his pocket and threw it back in the barn.

“Because some of us don’t want to focus on death and destruction so much. Some of us just want to carry on living, seein’ as I’m still breathin’ and she’s not. What can we do? So we find out what happened to her—it won’t bring her back, will it?”

He was inches from her now, his light brown eyes spearing through hers with a fury she hadn’t seen from him before.

“So you’re telling me that you didn’t think anything looked off when we went into her apartment?”

Leo blinked at her. “Besides her body on the floor?” his voice cracked on the words.

“Before we rammed the door open because it was locked, Leo. How the hell did this ‘intruder’ get in without any signs of a break in? And he was considerate enough to lock up behind him when he left?”

Leo froze, his brow furrowing as he considered that.

“Did you see any signs of force on the door? All the windows were intact. No one had forced their way into that apartment until we did. Whoever hurt her she let them in, I’d swear to it. That’s why I asked you about the boyfriend before. Whoever it was that killed her, I think she might have known them well. Why else would she have let them in without a fight?”

For a moment, Leo paused, his eyes narrowing, and Zoe waited for him to calm down so that she could continue their conversation civilly. But that didn’t happen.

After a second his shoulders stiffened as he pointed a finger at her, the anger that had briefly faded in his eyes coming back tenfold.

“I told you before. I don’t want to discuss this. Mel’s dead, and she deserves to rest in peace just like everyone else.”

“She’s your friend, Leo, don’t you care?”

“She was my friend. Past tense. And once you’ve rooted around in her life, found out all her little secrets, a boyfriend, no boyfriend, a lover, no lover, and printed your story, you’ll swan off back to DC and leave us all pickin’ up the pieces. This isn’t your town anymore, Zo, you didn’t even know her!”

With that single sentence, all of Zoe’s restraint abandoned her. Whether it was the fear that had been building since the attack, the growing disconnect from everyone she once knew, or the nagging voice in her head telling her Leo was right—that she should never have come back—she snapped.

“She isn’t Freya, Leo. This wasn’t an accident that ripped her from this world; this was someone’s choice. A deliberate choice.”

Leo stalked toward her then, his face like thunder, and yanked open the drivers’ side door, putting her between him and the car

“I told you to leave it alone.” His voice was a low snarl, and his eyes flashed in rage, his face inches from her own.

For a frozen second, their bodies were pressed against one another, Leo’s warm breath on her face, his hand just inches away from her shoulder, the heat of it burning through the air and her skin. Zoe held her breath, a spark igniting in the air between them as Leo’s eyes moved slowly down to her mouth.

Then, in the next instant, he swore colorfully, pushing away from her and walked angrily back toward the ranch, slamming through the front door with a thunderous crash behind him.

Zoe caught her breath, staring after him in disbelief.

Well, what the hell was that?
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Later that night, Leo sat at home, scrolling through his phone and looking at every image of Freya he could find. He felt rattled and off-balance from the day. Since Zoe left, he’d tried to carry on with his chores around the ranch but couldn’t get her out of his mind.

His own anger at what he’d almost done was only overshadowed by the guilt it had triggered. He looked up at a photograph of Freya on the wall of the living room, the only one he had ever framed. She was standing beside him, grinning at the camera, both of them happy and carefree in front of a pool during their vacation.

It had been a good day, a simple day. Nothing about the time he had spent with Freya had ever felt heated or angry. Not like with Zoe. She brought out the worst in him—or at least that’s what he told himself.

He threw his phone behind him onto the couch and stood up, itching to do something: get outside or go for a long run to clear his head. He looked at the darkness pressing against the window and knew that if he went now, he’d probably just trip over a rock or an exposed tree root and put himself out of commission for days. He couldn’t afford to keep the clinic closed any longer than he already had.

He stared at the lights of the town in the distance. A drink, on the other hand, felt much more doable.

After a few minutes he was in his truck and on the road heading for The Red Lantern. He thought about texting a buddy to come and meet him there but being alone felt better—he wasn’t in any mood to make small talk.

When he arrived, the bar was fairly busy. There were a couple of guys on the wooden terrace smoking who he recognized as regulars, and he nodded at them as he made his way inside.

He opened the door to a wave of sound and music. The bartender, Suzie, who had worked there for as long as he could remember, was a blur of activity, serving several guys in a group on one side of the bar.

Leo stood in the doorway, taking stock of the sheer number of people who were there, and as he felt the door swing shut behind him, he wished he hadn’t come. Was alcohol really going to solve anything? Did it ever?

The Red Lantern was one of three bars in Sapphire, along with The Cardinal and The Old Buck, on the east side. The Lantern had a particular type of clientele that suited Leo better than the others. They tended to be less inclined to chat.

He walked slowly around the chairs and tables and groups of men and women who were gathered about and made his way to the bar. He ordered a beer, eyeing an empty table against the far wall, which looked invitingly silent and quiet, a single candle burning in the center.

“Hey, Leo,” Suzie said, sauntering over to him. She was in her fifties and worked on the side as a hairdresser. She had long blonde hair, a strong, lean frame, and did jiujitsu every weekend. She also owned a beautiful motorcycle which was her pride and joy, and didn’t take backtalk from anyone.

“Hey Suze,” he muttered, taking the beer she handed him and rolling his eyes. “Busy in here.”

“Funeral crowd,” she said, leaning against the bar and looking around. “Few people came down and stayed overnight, they’re mostly headin’ back tomorrow. How you doin’?” For once, the question wasn’t loaded with sympathy or pity; she just asked it directly as if inquiring about the weather.

“I’m fine.”

Suzie smirked. “I’ll bet. I called in at the clinic yesterday, but y’all were closed.”

“We’re openin’ next week.”

“That’s good, Leo. I think Melody would want that, too.”

Leo took a healthy swig of his beer as he clenched the neck of the bottle. “You bringin’ Monty in to see me any time soon? I miss that idiot.”

Suzie laughed. “He misses you, too. Stupid mutt. I don’t think he’s had his shots, actually. I need to make sure I keep up to date with those. Also, Nancy owes me twenty bucks for the work I did on her car.”

Leo managed a smile. “You takin’ Nick’s customers off him?”

“Nancy don’t trust mechanics. Wouldn’t do it for no one else. She’s the only woman who insists on me colorin’ her hair, too. Nancy gets what she asks for.”

“Can’t disagree with you there.”

Her eyes skimmed over his hair adoringly. “Y’know, I could give you a great cut if you ever need one.”

“No, thank you,” he said, leaning back from the bar. He tipped his beer to her as she cackled, and he escaped toward the table at the back of the room. He was feeling edgy and irritable all of a sudden and wanted to be alone.

“Well, look who it is!”

Leo stiffened, turning as he passed a table to his right where Seth Bowen and Derek Whittaker sat. Seth looked drunk, and Derek glanced apologetically at Leo.

“Hi Seth,” he muttered, spearing him with a hard stare.

“Didn’t expect to see you here,” Seth drawled, leaning over the table and pointing an unsteady finger at Leo.

“Why’s that?” Leo asked as Derek took a long swig of his beer.

“Well… guess I thought you’d be home after everythin’ that happened. I was real sorry to hear about Melody.” Seth belched loudly, making the statement sound incredibly insincere.

“Seth. Just chill, man,” Derek muttered.

Seth squinted at Leo, leaning to the side in an exaggerated way and looked around the room with interest.

“You alone?” he asked as Leo tensed. “I saw you with Zoe Fontaine in The Cardinal, didn’t I? Witt was there too, weren’t you, Witt? Thought you and Fontaine might be goin’ at it!” he slurred.

Leo stared down at him, his fingers forming a fist in his pocket. “She’s a friend.”

“Like Mel was?” Seth muttered, and Leo took a menacing step forward.

“What was that?” he snapped.

Derek shot to his feet, his eyes flicking between them as he grabbed the back of his chair for balance. Leo could see Suzie in his periphery, standing against the bar, watching them keenly, her hands resting on the surface like she was ready to vault over it.

“Leo, hey, um… let me get you a beer,” Derek said hurriedly, pulling Leo back and dragging him to the bar.

“I got a beer,” he growled, but Derek kept him moving until they were as far from Seth as they could get.

“Suzie, could you add one on my tab for Leo?” Derek asked, colliding heavily with the bar as he pulled Leo up beside him.

“I’m drivin’,” Leo barked irritably.

“Or whatever the man wants that’s non-alcoholic, would you? Thanks.”

Suzie kept her eyes on Leo for a moment longer, frowning at him. “You alright, Rowden? You don’t seem yourself tonight.”

Leo took a long, cleansing breath and glanced at Derek. He wasn’t sober by any means, but he was in a better state than Seth.

“I’m good, Suze. Not gonna break any furniture.”

“Try it and see what happens,” she said darkly, and Leo put his hands up protectively as he sat heavily on a bar stool. To his surprise, Derek sat down next to him, leaning in close and clapping him on the shoulder.

“Sorry about Seth. He’s pretty upset about Melody.”

Leo looked back at Seth, who was now slumped forward on the table and drawing patterns in a puddle of beer with his finger.

“Were they… uh… an item or anything?” Leo asked, thinking back to what Zoe had said about Melody having a secret boyfriend.

“Nah, nothin’ like that. He’s just shook up because this is his town. He couldn’t believe somethin’ like that would happen here. He’s been drinkin’ since noon, he don’t mean nothin’ by it.”

“You been drinkin’ with him?” Leo asked accusingly.

“Yeah, but I can handle it. Besides, a man drinkin’ alone is just sad,” Derek said, almost swaying off his chair in the process.

A bottle of Coors Edge appeared in front of Leo as he finished his beer, and he handed the empty bottle to Suzie.

“What is goin’ on in this town?” Derek continued, his movements exaggerated now that he was sitting down again. “Been a weird few weeks. I just hope they catch whoever hurt that girl because if they don’t, I’m gonna have something to say to Sheriff Kissy, I’ll tell you that for nothin’.”

“Good to see Animal Control and the law are still gettin’ along,” Leo said sardonically.

“Hey, they started it. They didn’t even tell me what I was collectin’ when them cats needed pickin’ up. I got a face full of flies and retched the rest of the week, I swear to God.”

Leo stared at the bottle in front of him, picking at the label.

“You have any idea why someone would do that to a couple of cats?” he asked.

“Beats me. I’m sorry it happened at your work, too. Dunno what I’d do if someone dumped somethin’ like that at AC, and we’re used to dead things. People got no respect skinnin’ ‘em and cuttin’ off pieces like that. It’s messed up.”

Leo’s fingers stilled as Derek took another swig of his own beer, signaling to Suzie that he’d like another.

“Cuttin’ them up?” Leo asked.

“The foot thing,” Derek said, his eyes glassy as he turned to him. “Them cats only had six feet between ‘em. Cut ‘em clean off.”

Leo stared at him, his hand coming up to steady Derek’s swaying body.

“Six feet?” he asked.

“Yeah.”

“Like, one had two missin’?”

“What? No, you idiot. One off each cat. Six total feet instead of eight. I only noticed ‘cause I had to peel the bag off ‘em. The sheriff’s department hadn’t stored ‘em properly either. Couldn’t get ‘em in the furnace quick enough.”

Derek saluted Suzie as she handed over his beer, and he clapped Leo on the shoulder again, making his way back to Seth. Leo sat on his stool, nursing his drink, alarm coursing through him.

He closed his eyes, letting the bar noise fade away, trying to concentrate on what Derek had just said.

Zoe had mentioned that she thought the deer and the cats were connected right from the start and he’d dismissed it like it was nothing. But if someone took a deer’s foot in some weird ritual, that was one thing, but for it to happen to the cats as well? It was too much of a coincidence for it not to be linked.

Oh boy. Zoe is never gonna let me live this down.
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Zoe’s mother had called her to ask if she could come into the office in the afternoon, so Zoe headed to The Chronicle for a morning stint at her desk. When she showed up, Rick was wearing a tie, which, for him, was the equivalent of her wearing a ball gown.

“Uh… where are you going?”

“The school. They’re putting together a bake sale for a charity in Melody’s name and want it in the paper.”

“Okay. And you’re wearing a tie.”

“Yes.”

“Because...”

“I can’t look nice on the job?” he said defensively, grabbing the camera from his desk.

“I thought you were going to send me to do all the leg work for you,” she said.

“Yeah, well…” he blushed furiously, and Zoe let out a short cackle of laughter, getting a death stare in return.

“Do you have a crush on the principal?” she asked.

“Shut up.”

“Can I come? I haven’t been back to the school for years; it’d be nice to see inside it… and to meet the principal, of course.”

Rick sighed in exasperation but shrugged a shoulder, which she took as an agreement.

Zoe was still chuckling as they got into his car. It would have been easy enough to walk, but her shift was at two, and Rick offered to drop her there afterward.

He still had the 1967 Chevrolet Chevelle that his dad had given him in high school. Zoe settled into the leather seats, inhaling the scent of the car’s interior, looking around in awe. It didn’t have a mark or a scratch anywhere, and the leather looked brand new.

“Wow, this car is still beautiful,” she said as Rick revved the engine, and they backed out of the space.

“She’s still runnin’ like a dream. I totally should have gotten a girlfriend with this thing.”

“You were too uncool.”

“Gee, thanks,” he snorted. “I was cooler than you. You used to have a troll pen.”

“I still have a troll pen. Although most of the pink hair has fallen out.” She stroked a hand over the dash. “I am never showing you the inside of my rental. I think you’d pass out.”

As Rick turned onto the main road, they drove in silence for a little way, but Zoe couldn’t stop sneaking looks at him every now and again. Eventually, he groaned loudly and scowled at her.

“You get two questions about the tie, and then you shut up. I mean it.”

“Is it to try to impress the principal?”

“Yes.”

“Is she your girlfriend?”

“No. Are you sure you’re a journalist? Your questions suck. I’m starting to think they secretly fired you, and that’s why you’re back here.”

She smirked at him. “What’s her name?”

“Kerry,” he muttered. “She was a great hire, really turned the school around since it started to struggle last year.”

“I’m glad to see a female principal making her way in the world,” Zoe said as he turned toward the school.

“There she is,” he said in a warning tone, “if you say anything to embarrass me, I will fire you.”

Zoe laughed. “I won’t, I promise. I want you to get laid. It might cheer you up a bit.”

“Oh my God, shut up.”

As Zoe got out, she could see a woman in a red suit approaching them. She wasn’t what Zoe had been expecting. She was very smartly dressed, and her short, dyed white hair was closely cut on either side of her head and pinned back in the center.

She was striking, with high cheekbones, almond-shaped eyes, and a smooth complexion that hinted at East Asian heritage. She could be in her mid-forties, but it was very hard to tell.

“Hi Rick, thanks for coming so fast. I wasn’t expecting you to be able to fit it in until next week!” she said with a bright smile. Her lipstick was a perfect match to her suit. She really was incredibly beautiful.

“No problem, we have some good light today for the photos. This is Zoe Fontaine, she’s new at the paper and this is her old stompin’ ground, so I thought I’d bring her along.”

“Hi Zoe,” Kerry said, shaking her hand. “Come on through.”

The school was a strange mixture of nostalgia and sadness for Zoe. Everything looked tiny. All the desks and windows seemed to have shrunk, and the corridors appeared to be half as long as she remembered them.

Her time in the elementary school had been happy. It had been an innocent few years, and she was startled at how sad it made her just walking through the rooms again.

The photoshoot was perfunctory at best, but the parade float the kids had put together for the St. Patrick’s Day Parade was truly amazing. The plan had been to hitch it up to a truck, but with the parade canceled it was now the centerpiece of their bake sale setup. The float itself had bright green signs displaying the name of the school and a leprechaun’s face on the front in luminous orange.

Zoe could see why Rick liked Kerry. The woman was a force of nature; she spoke about the school like it was her life’s work.

“And of course, when we get the funding application approved, we are going to make physical education and sports the foundation of what we do here. I strongly believe that exercise and moving your body should start as young as possible.”

Kerry smiled as the bell sounded and dozens of children suddenly spilled out onto the play area for recess. It was a madhouse, but Kerry seemed to be in her element.

She and Rick chatted for a little longer until Zoe checked her watch and nodded to Rick that it was time for them to leave.

“I’ll call you for a quote for the headline,” Rick said. “I’ll make sure to get the charity in, too. Would you like a photo?”

“Oh,” Kerry seemed suddenly flustered. ”Uh… sure.”

Rick grinned, setting her up with the float in the background and getting her laughing in seconds. They had a nice rapport.

“Thanks, Rick, I really appreciate it.”

“Bye Kerry; I’ll let you know when it’s up.”

Rick’s cheeks were a little pink as they headed back to his car.

“So, when are you going to ask her out?”

Rick glanced at her, arching an eyebrow as they got in. “That’s none of your business.”

“I think you should. She clearly likes you.”

Rick tapped his thumb against the wheel, eyes on the road. He stayed quiet for a moment, and Zoe wondered if she’d annoyed him. Then he scratched his neck, hesitating.

“I dunno. She’s like that with everyone. I don’t want to have another disaster where I misread things.”

Zoe turned to him, intrigued. “Disaster?”

Rick sighed. “If you must know, I asked out your mom a while back.”

Zoe’s mouth fell agape. “My mom?”

“Yeah. I didn’t know if she might have mentioned it already, but I guess it’s best that you hear it from me.”

“Uh, no. She hasn’t said a word. Isn’t she twenty years older than you?”

Rick shifted uncomfortably in his seat and cleared his throat. “Twenty-two. She took pains to remind me of that.”

Zoe watched the road, struck dumb by that information. Objectively speaking, her mother was a beautiful woman, but she couldn’t really understand the appeal for someone like Rick.

“What did she say?”

Rick sniffed. “She said I should find a woman my age, the usual thing. She was pretty cool about it, all things considered. She didn’t tell anyone else what I’d done either, thank God, or I reckon a lot of people would have had an opinion on it.”

Zoe fiddled with her sleeve, unsure what to say.

“Well, thanks for telling me. You certainly don’t owe me any explanation. There’s a lot more stupid shit going on in my family than my mom dating somebody twenty years younger than her.”

Rick huffed a laugh as he pulled into the practice.

“Thanks, Zo. I wasn’t sure what you’d make of it, but I’m glad it didn’t piss you off. If it comes up, will you tell her I was sorry about her dog? It kind of pales in comparison after what happened to Melody, but I was sad to hear about it. I didn’t know whether to call her.”

Zoe was taken aback by his wistful expression but nodded as she got out of the car.

“Thanks for the ride. I’ll tell her.”

“See you soon.”

She watched him drive away, nonplussed by the whole business.

I guess Rick likes older women… a lot older.

She headed into the clinic, where a few patients were sitting in the waiting room, and Phil was nowhere to be seen. She quickly signed in and checked that everyone had filled out the relevant forms, before getting to work.

As the afternoon dragged by and patients came and went, she photocopied some forms and sorted out the appointments for the coming weeks. One of the bulbs in the hall was flickering in her peripheral vision, and after about an hour, she couldn’t stand it anymore and went to deal with it.

A few minutes later, she was up a ladder, watching a YouTube video on how to remove a halogen bulb from its mooring, when she noticed someone coming over to her.

“Need a hand?” She looked down in surprise to see Leo taking hold of the bottom of the ladder.

“Hi,” she looked up at the bulb. “Uh, no, I think I got it.”

She reached up, her fingers finding the edge of the thin seal around the bottom. With light pressure, it popped out, and she pulled it down, replacing it and setting the new one back in the hole again.

As she climbed down the ladder, coming level with Leo, nerves were scrabbling at the inside of her stomach like rats.

“Do you have an appointment or something?” she asked, straightening her clothes self-consciously.

“No. I wanted to talk to you, actually, if you have time,” he said.

Zoe glanced at the empty waiting room and nodded, taking him around the back of the reception desk and into the little kitchen.

As soon as they were inside, Zoe turned to him before he could speak.

“I’m really sorry about what I said about Freya,” she blurted. “It was stupid, and it’s been on my mind ever since.”

Leo leaned against the counter, not saying anything for a few seconds, then nodded. “I owe you an apology, too.”

“No, you don’t. I was out of line. Let’s just agree that it’s behind us and leave it at that. We were both pretty highly strung after what happened…” she trailed off as his eyes skittered away to the far wall. “Was that what you came here to say?”

Leo shook his head, standing up straighter and checking behind him before he began to speak.

“After you left that night, I decided to head to the Lantern for a beer. I met Derek Whittaker there. He offered to buy me a drink and started on about everything that’s been happening in Sapphire lately. He was pretty drunk and started whining about the sheriff again.”

“Again?” Zoe asked.

“The sheriff’s department and Animal Control tend to butt heads a lot. The deputies think they’re more important and like to talk down to Derek and Seth whenever they get the chance. They’d asked them to come and collect the cat carcasses, but they hadn’t been stored properly, and Derek was annoyed about it.”

Leo pushed off the counter his eyes becoming bright with excitement.

“He told me it was weird about the cats as they only had six feet between ‘em.”

Zoe leaned forward, her heart picking up speed. “As in...”

“As in, someone cut them off.”

“Oh my God.”

“I know. I was gonna call to tell you, but… I thought things might be weird over the phone.”

Zoe felt heat flooding her cheeks at the memory of their almost kiss and cursed her easy blushes.

“Oh, well, thanks for coming out here.”

“You said from the start that you thought the deer and the cats might be related. This certainly seems to support that theory.”

Zoe shuddered as she considered the implications if that were true.

It spoke of a person who was acting very deliberately, which suggested a different kind of mindset to random killings. This wasn’t just a hunter getting over-enthusiastic with a carcass; this felt planned and intentional.

Could it still be a trophy hunter of some kind? But why cats?

“Zoe, where are you?” They both started as her mother’s voice drifted through to them from the main reception. “You can’t just spend all your time in the kitchen!” Her mother walked in looking irritated but stopped short as she saw Leo, her eyebrows reaching her hairline.

“My goodness. Hello, Leo.”

“Hi, Arlene, sorry, I was just grabbing a minute of Zoe’s time. I didn’t mean to disturb,” Leo said quietly.

“Oh, I’m sure Zoe doesn’t mind, do you, Zoe?” she said suggestively, making Zoe blush even more. “There was a time when she would have been thrilled to have Leo Rowden come and talk to her. Remember, Zo?”

“Mom!” Zoe hissed.

“Oh, I’m just kidding. But this little tête-à-tête will have to wait. There are patients lining up outside!”

Zoe glanced past her at the reception desk, where a single woman was waiting expectantly to be seen. She rolled her eyes.

“I’ll be one minute, Mom.”

“Hurry it up,” she handed her a file and walked away as Zoe avoided Leo’s eyes, wishing that the ground would open up beneath her.

“So, what do you think it means?” he asked. “Could it all be connected?”

“Maybe. I can’t imagine that the two things would crop up so close together by coincidence. I just have no idea why they would do this.”

She leaned around the doorway, motioning to the woman waiting that she would be with her shortly before turning back to Leo.

“I was thinking, if they are connected, it would be good to find out who killed that deer, and there are cameras up in the woods. Maybe the hunter responsible was caught by one of them. I know a guy who might be able to help.”

“You mean Derek?”

She shook her head. “No, not the camera traps. I was thinking of Ray, the guy who lives in the woods.”

Leo frowned, his expression clouding over. “You know him? As in, you met him?”

“I went into the woods a few days back to look into th—”

“On your own?” he asked, horrified. “Jesus, Zoe. What the hell were you thinkin’?”

“He’s just a reclusive guy who doesn’t like to be bothered. Doesn’t mean he’s crazy.”

“Except for living by himself holed up in a cabin for the last however many years. That kind of life famously makes people real reasonable.”

Zoe huffed. “But he does have cameras, is my point.”

Leo’s frown didn’t clear, following her as Zoe headed back out to the desk.

“Fine, it’s somethin’ we can work with,” he said eventually, “but you aren’t goin’ back in there alone.”

“You can come with me if you want,” she said, a little bubble of happiness bursting in her chest that they were getting along again.

“Darn right I’m comin’ with you. Let me know when you wanna go—and let’s do it in daylight, please.”

He gave her a reproachful look, but there was some affection behind it, too.

“Thanks, Leo, I’ll call you later.”

As they both emerged from the kitchen, Lucy Symanski was standing beside the other woman at the desk, and she grinned at Zoe in surprise.

“Oh, my goodness, Zoe, I didn’t know you worked here!”

“Lucy? Did you have an appointment?” Zoe asked as she handed a couple of forms and a pen to the other woman who was waiting.

“Yep, with your mom. Hey Leo,” Lucy’s bright eyes turned to Leo, running over him appreciatively. Zoe’s lips thinned as he gave her an easy smile.

“Hey Luce, that a new cardigan?”

Lucy spun in place. “Made it myself! But I’m not sure about the colors.”

It was crochet, with lots of little squares sewn together to make the whole. Zoe watched as Leo came over to her, admiring it. Zoe’s chest tightened as he touched it lightly with his fingers, examining the patterns.

“It’s very nice,” Leo said as Lucy beamed at him.

“Is your mom ready for me, or should I wait?” Lucy asked, turning to Zoe.

Zoe checked the schedule. “I think she’s finished with the last patient, so you can go straight through.”

“Thank you,” Lucy turned back to Leo. “I haven’t forgotten that you said you’d come and have a reading done, by the way. I’ll remind you to book that the next time I see you.”

Leo’s expression was altogether too fond for Zoe’s liking as he nodded. “I’ll make sure I do that. Have a good day. Zoe, I’ll speak to you later.”

“See you.”

Lucy bustled away as Leo headed out, and Zoe sat down at the desk, a strange mixture of anger and jealousy burning through her.

This is ridiculous, Leo has every right to chat with Lucy. And she’s an attractive woman—they’ve known each other a lot longer than he’s known me.

For the rest of the day, she tried to focus on what Leo had told her about the cats and a possible break in the story, but it was useless. She couldn’t get Lucy’s smiling eyes and easy manner out of her head.

As she headed home it was clear that Zoe’s crush on Leo was alive and well—it might even have gotten worse.
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“This is a terrible idea,” Leo said grimly, glaring at the woods in front of them like he was heading into battle.

“Come on, Leo, where’s your sense of adventure?”

“At least you’re not wearing heels today,” he said, looking down at Zoe’s hiking boots.

“And if I were, I’d still be able to run way faster than you.”

He grunted as they headed into the woods, the dark canopy shutting out the light overhead as they made their way through the foliage.

Leo had picked her up in the afternoon, closing the clinic early so they could go into the woods while there was still light.

The air passing through the trees smelled of the recent rains, and everything was dripping around them, the ground moist underfoot.

The day before, Zoe had called Derek Whittaker to get his take on what had been done to the cats. It wasn’t that she didn’t believe Leo, but she was interested in Derek’s opinion and whether this was something he had seen before.

Derek hadn’t seemed to think the discovery was significant, which frustrated her. He thought the cat’s feet might have been chewed off by rats or cut off by accident.

He was useful when it came to information on Ray, however. Animal Control had clear coordinates for Ray’s cabin to make sure their officers avoided it during patrols, and now she had a good idea of where they needed to go.

“Do you think he’ll let us in?” Leo asked. He wore a heavy green jacket and jeans, with huge leather boots, and his hair tied at the nape of his neck. Zoe tried not to look at him too much because he looked ruggedly handsome in the forest light.

“I think he might. When I spoke to him, he wasn’t unfriendly.”

“Maybe not, but he still left you with a passed-out teenager in the middle of the woods.”

Zoe shrugged. “He strikes me as a man who doesn’t like to draw attention to himself.”

Leo sighed, glancing around them. “So, the deer was kind of over in that direction,” he said, pointing to the road as they stopped and looked back at the spot.

“Derek said Ray’s cabin is about a quarter mile that way,” she said, checking the route she had mapped on her phone. “Apparently, he put up cameras in a lot of the trees around here.”

“How does he power them?” Ray asked, looking up at the tall, thick trunks.

“No idea, but I doubt they’re connected to the grid. Solar powered, maybe?”

“Not enough light for that,” Leo muttered, his expression growing all the more concerned. “I don’t like this, Zo. Guys like Ray, holed up in a tiny room in the woods? They aren’t like you and me. I wish you’d called me before, instead of wandering around here alone.”

“I don’t need a babysitter, Leo,” she said gently, grateful for his concern but not appreciating being treated with kid gloves.

“This has nothing to do with you being incapable; I just don’t want you to get hurt.”

“Who said I’m plannin’ to hurt her?” came a voice from their right, and they both spun round to find Ray standing with his legs wide apart, gun in hand, watching them warily.

How the hell does a guy his size walk around so silently through the trees?

“Oh, hi Ray,” Zoe said brightly as Leo stepped to the side, covering her body with his own. “I was just telling Leo how polite you can be.”

Ray’s eyes were fixed on Leo, and Zoe tensed as both men stiffened, their shoulders widening as they sized one another up.

Leo’s hands clenched into fists. Zoe stared at him as his whole demeanor seemed to change, becoming the soldier hidden within in an instant. The effortless transformation sent a chill through her.

She looked over at Ray, whose eyes were running over Leo’s body suspiciously. There was a definite similarity in their bearings, and finally, Ray shifted slightly, eyes narrowing.

“Where’d you serve?” he asked Leo.

Leo was quiet for a few seconds, his gaze assessing, and then his shoulders relaxed just a little.

“OIR. Iraq in 2014, and Afghanistan in ‘18. You?”

Ray nodded. “Iraq, ‘03 to ’05.” He lowered his shotgun. “Different war, same sandbox.”

In an instant, the tension between them faded away, and Leo took a step back, looking more comfortable in himself.

“You two lookin’ for me?” Ray asked.

Zoe stepped forward. “We were hoping to talk to you, if that’s alright. Something happened a couple of weeks back, and I wanted to ask you about it.”

“Oh yeah?” He gave her a lopsided grin. “Wanna come and see my lair this time?”

Leo became suddenly rigid, and Zoe gave a nervous laugh. “Uh, sure. But if there are body parts preserved in a jar anywhere in that place, we are getting the hell out of Dodge.”

“It’s not far.” Ray turned his back on them. “Just watch out for the bear traps.”

Zoe and Leo both stopped, exchanged a look and then walked forward with their eyes glued to the forest floor.

As they made their way through the woods toward the cabin, it was obvious that Ray had his setup well-established.

There were several signs telling passers-by or hikers that his land was private. There were even a few tied to tree trunks with directions to help anyone who might be lost.

A repurposed sign from the highway hung above one of the trees on the edge of his property, with the words ‘Sapphire Valley’ printed on it. The lettering was rusted now, perhaps taken as a memento many years before.

Ray’s cabin was exactly as Zoe had pictured it: small, low to the ground, and creepy. The kind of place she could imagine all manner of horror villains living.

As they entered, however, she was struck by the simplicity inside. The main space was clean and wider than it looked from the outside, with a simple wood fireplace in the back, a couch, and a table. Ray’s bed was on the floor beside the fireplace and looked like a military cot.

What Zoe couldn’t see, was any evidence of the cameras he had been talking about.

Ray turned, eyeing Leo warily, but then his gaze moved to her. There was something in it she couldn’t quite read, but it almost looked like pride.

“So, what did you want to ask me?”

Zoe put her hands in her back pockets, glancing around the place curiously. Where does the man pee? In the woods?

“A few weeks ago, the cops came to have a look at a dead deer that had been found on the road,” she said slowly. “A few days later, some cats were found skinned and thrown in a dumpster behind Leo’s clinic. We’re trying to work out who might have been involved and wondered if your cameras had picked anything up.”

Ray placed his shotgun on the table and crossed his arms over his chest.

“And what makes you think I’ll show you?” he asked.

“I was hoping you might do it out of the goodness of your heart?” she said.

Ray gave her an unimpressed look.

“Or is there anything you need?” she hazarded. “I could… pay you?”

Ray scoffed. “I don’t need money. Barely ever have to go out into the world no more.” His eyes ran over Zoe in a way that made her skin crawl. “But there is something you could get for me.”

Leo took a step closer to her, suddenly looking much bigger and more threatening in the small pace.

“And what is that?” Zoe asked.

Ray’s eyes ran down her body again and she was about to lose her cool when they came to rest on her shoes.

“Boots,” Ray said finally. “I got to the last of mine. Soles are wearin’ thin. You get me some new boots, and we’re all square.”

“Done,” Zoe said immediately, and Ray grinned.

“Come on down, I’ll show you my severed head collection.”

Zoe frowned. “Down where?”

But Ray was already walking to the bed, which he lifted up to reveal a door in the floor. He opened it and disappeared. Leo and Zoe glanced at one another.

“Does Nancy know where you are?” she whispered quickly to Leo. “Just in case we end up skinned with our feet cut off.”

“I’m dialing 91, and I’ll add the 1 if there’s anything freaky down there,” Leo replied darkly.

“You comin’ or not?” came Ray’s voice, and they both headed to the door and down in the darkness beneath.

Zoe’s foot hit concrete as a bulb blinked to life and she looked around her in astonishment. Beneath Ray’s cabin was a long wooden basement that had been fashioned and dug out of the ground beneath.

Fairy lights all over the ceiling gave it a feeling almost like a grotto, but there was nothing quaint about the equipment on display.

There were three massive monitors set back from a wooden desk on the left-hand side, where wires trailed to a couple of chunky servers. It was an impressive setup, and there must have been some kind of air-conditioning fitted as the space was cool and set at an ambient temperature.

The walls were lined with shelves filled with food, boxes of ammunition, and several guns. Another couple of laptops sat on the side whirring quietly, and on one of the screens, the woods were on full display from every angle imaginable.

Zoe stared, dumbfounded, as Ray watched her, that same proud little smile on his face.

“There is a disappointing lack of creepy stuff down here,” she said, and Ray laughed.

“It’s amazing,” Leo said. “Did you work in cybersecurity?”

Ray’s eyes sharpened. “Close enough.”

He beckoned them over, straddling a barrel as a makeshift chair and clicking through the screen that showed the cameras through the trees.

“What day was it?”

“March second,” Zoe said, coming up behind him.

Leo walked through the space behind her. As he passed a large piece of equipment with several dials on it, his hand moved toward it automatically.

“Don’t touch that if you wanna keep your fingers,” Ray said ominously without looking back at him, and Leo put his hand back in his pocket, rolling his eyes at Zoe.

“Okay, let me just get it up for you,” Ray said, clicking through several screens until he came to a long list of code and selected one of the lines.

It brought up an image of a dark wood, thick trunks obscuring the full view of the forest. As Ray wound the time forward, the woods got lighter before her eyes.

“The deer was found by the road. I guess it might have run through your land on its way through?”

“I remember the cop cars, but I reckon it was too far out. Hang on.” He scrolled through, but there was no sign of a scampering deer in any of the pictures. He kept going, moving further on.

“That’s late morning, probably when I gave you a ride back,” Zoe said as Leo leaned over to watch the screen. “Can you go forward over the next hour?”

Ray moved through the images, the trees mostly dark and the black and white picture barely changing, until suddenly Zoe cried out, pointing her finger at the screen as a blurred shape came into view.

“There. That’s someone walking through. Can you, uh, is there a zoom or something?” she asked eagerly. Ray pushed a few buttons and came in tighter on the image.

It was a man in a deerstalker and dark jacket with heavy stubble. He was walking through the woods with something on his back.

“That’s Jack Stanfield,” Zoe said. “I’m sure of it.”

Leo’s eyes were bright, reflecting the image on the screen. “Sure looks like him. What’s he holding?”

Zoe squinted at the long shape hanging over his back and smiled grimly.

“It would still have been out of season, so the cops would have to be interested in what he was doing there, surely. Even if his brother is a cop, he shouldn’t be shooting deer without a license. I’ll check the firearms register for that gun.”

Ray made a little derisive noise, and Zoe looked down at him. “What?”

“You won’t find that firearm on no register,” he said in a patronizing tone.

“Well, why not?” Zoe asked indignantly.

“Because you don’t need to register them. See that long barrel? That’s a tranquilizer gun.”
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The drive back into town was quiet as Leo and Zoe processed what they’d seen. The image of Jack had been blurry but both of them were pretty certain that it was him.

Zoe sat in the passenger seat of Leo’s truck but couldn’t help her eyes from drifting to the mirrors repeatedly as they drove along the mountain road.

What if some asshole starts following me again, and I put Leo in danger as a result?

The clouds that had been gathering all afternoon were suddenly dark above their heads, a heavy storm on the horizon as the light faded into evening.

The blue-gray of the sky looked ominous and unpleasant, and her mind was flooded with the sound of the thundering rain the night of the crash, the revving engine of the SUV, and the dripping of her blood as it hit the ceiling of the car.

“You alright?” Leo asked. The truck was a manual, and his hand rested on the stick shift not far from her knee. She realized her leg was bouncing up and down incessantly, and her teeth were worrying at her lip. “No one’s chasin’ us, Zo. We’re okay.”

Despite his calm tone, she didn’t feel reassured. The SUV had appeared out of nowhere, and there was no guarantee someone wasn’t lying in wait for her. What if they were watching the house and saw Leo pick her up? What if they rammed them off the road, and Leo died just like Freya?

She tensed as a flash of lightning skittered across the sky, and a loud clap of thunder rolled over the car just as the heavens opened and rain began drumming on the roof. She could feel the panic rising as the familiar sound drowned out everything else.

Zoe jolted back in surprise as Leo’s hand found hers, holding her fingers gently, a reassuring touch.

“Why don’t you come back to the ranch for an hour or so?” he asked. “I can make us some dinner, and we can talk through everything.”

Zoe swallowed, shaking herself, trying to get her heartbeat under control.

“I’m okay, I’m okay,” she muttered, whether to herself or Leo she wasn’t sure.

“You’re not. And that’s fine, but I’m not giving you a choice on this one. Do you have to be back for anything specific?”

“Uh, no. I don’t think so. Sorry. I don’t like these mountain roads; they make me anxious. Maybe coming to the ranch is a good call. I’ll just text Mrs. Bornstein and let her know I won’t be back for a little while. Otherwise, I’ll catch hell for missing curfew.”

“Curfew?”

“Don’t ask.”

She got out her phone and typed a brief message, her hands trembling a little as she tried to focus on the keys.

Leo was silent in his seat, but the air inside the truck was charged with unspoken questions, and after a little while, she saw him glancing at her in her periphery.

“I don’t like seein’ you like this,” he said sadly. “What was the story you were workin’ on anyhow? I hope you gave up on it because nothing is worth affecting your mental health like this.”

Zoe scratched at the seam of her jeans, picking at the stitching with her nail as she considered whether it would be wise to tell him. Maybe it’ll help if I get some of it out of my system.

She glanced sideways at Leo, his calm, relaxed expression reassuring her as they made their way to the ranch road.

“I was looking into Governor Conway’s death.”

Leo blinked. “Brett Conway?”

“Yeah. I know he’s the darling of Whistle Falls and everything, but he wasn’t entirely what he seemed on the surface.” Understatement of the century.

“Wow, really? They’re thinking about building a memorial to him in the town square.”

“I’m not surprised. Following his death, I was looking at several stories relating to him. They included his roots in Whistle Falls and his connections with some of the businesses around these parts. I was planning to come back to question some of the people in the town as part of my investigation. But then I started getting these weird messages on social media. It was pretty sick stuff, threatening me and telling me I was dead if I kept going with it.”

“Jesus, Zo.”

“I didn’t think anything of it. I write a lot of things that piss off the internet, and violent comments are a hazard of the job. But then I got another one from a different account and a few phone calls. My boss got spooked and wanted to pull me off the case.”

Leo shot her a wry smile. “But Zoe Fontaine doesn’t quit.”

“Hah! Yeah, you could say that. It was more my stubborn nature. I wasn’t going to let someone frighten me into giving up, you know?” she shuddered. “Fat lot of good that did me.”

“And that was when that car hit you?”

“Pretty much. I’d started to investigate bigger organizations,” she said, careful not to mention Linmans. “I guess someone wasn’t happy that the threats hadn’t worked.”

Leo whistled. “And they were so upset they rammed you off the road? That’s insane.”

“I have no proof who it was, that’s the problem. My investigation has bits and pieces of evidence but nothing that ties it all together—at least not yet. I thought I would be able to get back on track, even while I was recovering, but I guess I still feel pretty frightened. It’s infuriating. Before this happened, I would have said nothing could scare me. But I was wrong.”

“I’m not surprised. I’d be terrified if it happened to me.”

“Yeah, I doubt that. You’re a trained soldier. You’d be fine.”

Leo shook his head. “Just because I was in the military doesn’t mean I’d be fine. Army life has context to it—you know what you’re in for, you’re prepared for trouble. Somethin’ like that, just going about your daily life, that’s different.”

She felt like he was placating her, but as they pulled into the ranch entrance, her pulse steadied, and the tension drained from her body.

It was an odd sensation—one she experienced every time she came here. Leo’s place had a calming effect, almost like a spa, where she could unwind even in the middle of a panic attack.

“Are you sure you don’t mind me staying?” she asked as the rain started to really take hold.

“Course not. I got more than enough food to eat, anyhow. Lucas Watt sent me a bunch of vegetables from his greenhouse, so I was gonna make a pasta bake. I need all the help I can get to eat it.”

Zoe grinned as he pulled to a stop in front of the main house and they both leaped out of the car and sprinted through the rain, laughing as they dodged the puddles and burst through the front door, breathing hard.

Leo headed to the kitchen and started pulling ingredients out of the refrigerator. “I’ll have to go check on the animals in a bit while it’s cooking. You want some wine?”

“Yeah, thanks,” Zoe said as she took a seat at the island, and Leo opened a bottle of red, sliding a glass over to her.

Zoe stared through the huge glass windows at the hammering rain outside and listened to the steady drumming on the roof. It wasn’t frightening outside of the car, and being close to Leo relaxed her all the more.

She took a steadying breath and sipped her wine, watching him chopping tomatoes as the palpitations in her chest slowly subsided.

“You need any help with anything?” she asked.

“Nope. You just relax. I got it.”

They remained in companionable silence as Zoe mused on the events of the afternoon. Ray had been more helpful than she had expected, and the setup beneath his cabin was like something out of a spy movie.

She’d seen Jack Stanfield at the site of the deer, but not the gun he was carrying. Now, it seemed logical to assume he was the one who had shot it, which led her to wonder if he’d been the one to hurt the cats, too.

As she thought over the different elements of the story, she remembered her visit to the pet store in Whistle Falls and realized she’d never asked Leo about the vet clinic that burned down. What with Melody’s death and their argument, it had slipped clean out of her head.

She glanced at him, spinning her wine on the surface, watching the liquid form a mini vortex in the glass. The last thing she wanted to do was upset Leo again, and she chose her words as carefully as she could.

“I went to Whistle Falls, by the way,” she said casually.

He glanced up. “About the Conway case?” he asked, a line appearing between his brows.

“No. I’ve let that slide for now. I went to see if there was anyone at the vet’s over there that could give me some information on the pet poisonings you mentioned.”

Leo stopped chopping, taking a sip of his wine. “That vet’s burned down.”

“Yeah, they told me. I went by the pet store, and they mentioned you’d inherited all the pets in Whistle Falls as a result.”

Leo gave a sharp laugh. “That’s bullshit. I inherited some of them, but a lot of people go to Abbotsville. There’s a huge chain store over there with a vet practice in it. It’s my main competition, and they keep lowering their damn prices.”

He rested a hip against the counter and cocked his head at her.

“You look annoyed. Sorry, I guess I should have mentioned it, but it was all so long ago. You don’t think the poisonings back then have anything to do with what’s going on now, do you?”

Zoe shrugged. “I’m not sure. It’s a running theme, is all.”

Leo poured the pasta into the strainer that sat in the sink, then brought it back to a large dish in front of him filled with mixed vegetables, and emptied the pasta over the top.

He added some passata to the dish and covered it before placing it in the oven.

“You wanna come out into the freezing rain with me and check to see if any chickens are running around in the mud?” he asked.

“Uh, I think I might stay on your comfortable couch under a blanket if it’s all the same to you.”

Leo chuckled and waved a hand at her as he pulled on a coat and headed outside.

She listened to the trudge of his footsteps up the side of the ranch and went to settle down beside the glow of the lamp next to the couch.

She listened to the patter of the rain feeling entirely safe and content for the first time in a long while.
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Leo woke early the next morning as he always did. The sun was gleaming through the blinds in his room, and it looked like it was going to be a beautiful day following the storm.

He listened to the sounds of the house, trying to remain relaxed and calm, but everything felt weird. He wasn’t used to waking up with someone else in his home.

He and Zoe had eaten supper the night before and sat on the couch talking for hours. He hadn’t laughed so much in a long time. Some of her stories from high school were insane, and he had forgotten some of the things she had gotten up to.

By the time either of them noticed how late it was, the rain was coming down in sheets. The occasional crack of thunder could be heard between the flashes of lightning.

They had both had too much wine to contemplate driving Zoe home, and it had seemed perfectly natural to offer her a bed in his guest room. It had been a necessity more than anything. Even so, there was a feeling of guilt festering in his chest.

He picked up his phone, scrolled to the photos app, and found the album of pictures of Freya. He had always meant to get more of them printed but had never gotten around to it.

Why does it feel so much like a betrayal having Zoe here?

He sighed as he heard a door closing softly somewhere in the house and rolled out of bed. The animals would be up anyhow—might as well start the day.

After a quick shower, he dressed in his old jeans for mucking out the animal pens and headed to the living room, where he found Zoe making breakfast.

He stood in the hallway watching her moving around his kitchen. The light from the window played over her chestnut brown hair and cast a golden sheen over her skin as she made coffee. She had sharp features, and wide eyes that were almost too large for her face, a straight, elegant nose, and full lips which were smiling a little as she worked.

She looked up as he wandered in, yawning and pointed to the coffee with her eyebrows raised.

He laughed.

“Thanks. Did you drink too much wine last night, too?”

“Definitely,” she said, scratching her nails through her hair. “I think I slept funny.”

“Was the bed okay? I haven’t slept in it myself.”

“Oh yeah, I think that’s the problem. I slept like the dead. Mrs. Bornstein’s bed is a torture device in comparison.”

Leo headed to the back door, reaching for his coat. “Want some eggs? I’m gonna head out to the coop.”

“Yes! Definitely. Would it be presumptuous if I asked for some for Mrs. B, too? I’m sure she’d love fresh eggs from your ranch.”

“Hell yes, I got more than I know what to do with. I’ll be back in a bit.”

“Coffee’s on!” she called after him, and as the door snapped shut, a wave of nerves rushed through him at the domestic nature of the exchange.

How the hell is Zoe Fontaine sleepin’ in my house? I must have lost my goddamn mind.

He trudged around to the chickens and let himself into the coop as they all ran over for their breakfast. As he pulled out the feed and emptied it into the troughs, he pondered what Zoe had been saying about the vet in Whistle Falls.

He could tell that she was a little upset he had forgotten to mention it, but it hadn’t occurred to him that it could be relevant.

Now, with the new information they had about Jack shooting the deer, and the potential link to what had happened with the cats, he was starting to think any avenue they hadn’t explored would be helpful—even if it didn’t bear fruit.

He raked up some of the soiled earth around the coop and fixed a couple of the latches that had come loose. It didn’t look like there had been any break-ins by coyotes, so at least he hadn’t found a massacre again—the new fence seemed to be working.

He collected all the eggs, happy that he could give a dozen to Mrs. Bornstein.

As he walked back inside, he could smell bacon cooking and glanced over at the kitchen where Zoe was humming to herself, standing at his stove, drinking his coffee and looking as if she fit right in.

He toed off his boots and walked slowly over, unsure how to feel about any of it.

“Eggs,” he said helpfully as he placed them on the island. “There’s some old boxes in the cupboard under the sink; you can take them back with you. I’ll give you a ride home.”

Her eyes lit up at the sight of them. “Thanks!”

“They seem to be laying double what they used to, I can’t get rid of ‘em fast enough. I guess Nancy might take some more if I ask her—”

He stopped, looking up at Zoe as an idea occurred to him.

“What?” she asked as she cracked some of the eggs into a bowl.

“You due at your mom’s this morning?” he asked.

“Nope, I have the day off today, and Rick doesn’t need me until tomorrow. Why?”

“I have an idea where we can find out more about those pet poisonings you mentioned.”
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An hour later, Leo and Zoe got to the clinic and headed inside. He could see Nancy through the doors. She had the phone pinned to her ear, and as Leo came through the door, he could hear her speaking to a patient in her usual exuberant tone.

“I’ve booked that in for you.” She was scribbling down notes and waved awkwardly at Leo. “Absolutely. I know the chips seem enormous when you have a puppy, but it won’t hurt for long, and he’ll be much safer with a microchip than without one. Alright. Yes, we’ll see you at eleven. Bye, Mrs. Forbes.”

She put down the phone with a bang and exhaled loudly.

“It is going to be a busy few weeks. I’ve moved everything I can that isn’t urgent. I know we can’t book the usual volume of patients without Mel, but the calls just keep coming in.”

She trailed off, swallowing as she picked up a file on the desk and held it up for him to see. “I have a few resumes for the vet tech’s job.”

Leo stilled, his breath stalling in his lungs as he imagined having to interview for Melody’s replacement. The idea was too unpleasant to contemplate, and he could see Nancy felt just as awkward about it.

“Thanks. I… I think I’ll have a look at those tomorrow if it’s alright with you, Nance.”

She nodded, too eagerly. “Of course. Mornin’ Zoe!”

“Hey Nancy,” Zoe said as they walked over to the desk.

They both paused as Nancy finished scheduling the appointment into her computer. Her typing always made Leo cringe; it was like watching a tortoise walking over cobbled stones. Nancy squinted at the keys as if they had changed position since she last typed anything.

“Is everything alright?” Nancy asked, glancing at Leo. “You’re hovering.”

Leo’s eyes met Zoe’s, and she gave an encouraging nod.

“Nancy, do you remember when that old vet clinic burned down in Whistle Falls?” he asked.

Nancy nodded. “I sure do.”

“Zoe jogged my memory about something last night—”

Nancy instantly turned in her chair, looking between them with a sly smile. “Oh really?” she said excitedly. “Do tell.”

To Leo’s relief, Zoe burst out laughing.

“Would you quit it, Nance, God!” he said as Nancy’s shoulders slumped. “She was at my place for dinner, that’s all.” He didn’t include that Zoe had stayed the night. The last thing he needed was for Nancy to start thinking they were an item.

“I was wonderin’ if you could remember whether the vets sent us anythin’ over at the time. I have a vague memory of some files arriving, but you were handling everything on that side.”

Nancy nodded. “We got a few files over, sure. Their system did not make a lick of sense. They organized everything by last name.”

Zoe leaned on the reception desk and looked at her in confusion. “Uh… doesn’t everyone do it like that?” she asked.

“Oh, probably at your mom’s place, but our patients are the pets. I organize everything based on the name of the pet and then place them all in their category under their owner’s names.”

Leo closed his eyes—and this is why I can never find anything in this place.

“Oh, wow,” Zoe said, hiding a smile behind her hand. “That’s smart.”

“Anyway, what about them?” she asked.

“Did you keep all of those records?” Leo asked. “Or have they all been mixed in with the others now?”

Nancy rolled her eyes expressively in Zoe’s direction. “He’s always asking how I file things as if I don’t know what I’m doing! I have them all safe, boss, I promise. But I didn’t integrate them. I thought it was important to keep everyone from Whistle Falls in their own category, just in case. Anyone who’s subsequently moved to Sapphire Valley would have been linked in with my other system, but all those older cases are separate.”

Zoe’s eyes were bright with excitement now. He could tell she was pleased by that piece of news.

“Could you show us where you keep them? We just need to check something.” Leo said.

“Both of you?” Nancy asked, looking confused.

“It’s for a story Zoe’s working on in Whistle Falls about those poisonings. You reminded me about it, and Zoe’s been looking into it.”

“Oh Lord! That was so strange. So many dogs got sick. They thought it was something in the water, to begin with, but I think that got knocked on the head. I can’t remember what happened with it all now. But sure, I can show you, come on back. Leo, you’ve got a patient in thirty minutes.”

“That’s ok, I can leave Zoe with you.”

Nancy turned around and speared Zoe with a hard stare. “You will not mess up my filing, Miss Fontaine, or I will be havin’ words with your mother.”

Leo winced but Zoe laughed, crossing her finger over her chest solemnly. “I promise I will return everything exactly where I found it.”

“See that you do,” Nancy said and led them back to the storage room where archive boxes were stacked along the shelves in neat, orderly rows.

Leo could feel Zoe vibrating beside him, barely containing her impatience to get going. Leo felt it, too, the burning need to finally get to the bottom of it all.

He just hoped whatever they found would finally expose the truth before more lives—animal or human—were lost.
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Zoe could now understand what Leo meant about Nancy’s filing system.

She seemed to have a brain that didn’t work like other people. Everything was meticulously ordered but in such a way that it didn’t make a lot of sense to anyone but Nancy.

The one saving grace was that she had color-coded all the Whistle Falls files in pale pink folders, so they could pick them out from the rest fairly easily.

About thirty pets had been transferred over, but not all of them had ended up as patients at the clinic.

“You see these few here?” Nancy said, separating the back section of one of the boxes. “They just dumped these on us. I called the owners to let them know we had the records for their animals, but some of ‘em just weren’t interested. I don’t know whether their pets had passed away or what, but I’ve kept them anyhow. I can’t help thinkin’ they might turn up.”

“And everything else was lost?” Zoe asked.

“Far as I know. I remember Melody helping me with it all. She did some of the call rounds, and a few of the files were transferred to Abbotsville. This is everything that’s left.”

“Well, this is a good start, thanks Nancy,” Zoe said, grabbing a chair and started pulling out the files.

“You need anythin’, just holler,” Nancy said as Leo crouched down beside one of the boxes.

“She’s very efficient,” Zoe said once Nancy had left them to it.

“Uh-huh. You understand any of this?”

“I mean, it’s not the most confusing thing I’ve ever seen, but it’s close. At least it’s written in English.”

Leo chuckled, and they settled down to work.

Zoe was amazed at the sheer variety of pets on display as she moved through the folders. There were parakeets, snakes, ferrets, rabbits, and all sorts of others.

It was tedious work, but she had to admit that having physical files was a rare novelty. She had to check paperwork a lot in her job, but usually, anything like this involved endless hours at a computer screen. There was something liberating about seeing handwritten notes on each pet and searching for something interesting in and among them.

About twenty minutes after they started, Leo went out to see his patient, and she was left alone in the chilly room surrounded by files.

The phone at reception rang constantly, and it didn’t sound like Nancy did much else other than call and schedule appointments. Zoe was getting sick of the incessant ringing when Leo came back in, pulling on his jacket.

“I gotta go up and deal with somethin’ on a farm on the east side. You found anythin’ yet?” he asked.

Zoe shook her head. “Not much, just a few dog records. I’ve put some aside to ask you about. I’m not sure what some of these symptoms mean.”

“I’ll check them when I get back, no problem.”

“Leo!” she called as he was about to head out and he turned back. “Are you sure this is alright? I know how busy things must be without Melody here, I can come back when things are quieter.”

He shook his head. “I want to see if we find anything.”

“Have you heard from Kissinger at all?” Zoe asked.

Leo’s gaze turned irritated. “Only when he wanted to ask me about my whereabouts for the fourth time. With Mel’s death, I don’t think he’s going to care about the cats any longer.”

Zoe sighed. “I’ll let you know if I find anything.”

As Leo headed out, Nancy came in holding two cups of coffee, and Zoe took one gratefully.

“Thanks Nancy, I appreciate all this. I’m gonna put everything back, I swear.”

“Oh, I believe you, don’t worry. What is it you’re lookin’ for anyway?”

Zoe glanced down at the folders all over the floor. “You know the cats they found in the dumpster?” she asked, and Nancy nodded. “I’m wondering whether the poisonings that happened in Whistle Falls had any bearing on what’s going on now. Someone injected those cats with drugs, and they did the same to the deer up in the woods. Maybe that’s what happened with some of these Whistle Falls cases. It might even be the same person. It’s a long shot, but any leads are helpful and I’m grasping at straws.”

Nancy’s brow was furrowed for a moment.

“I read a lot about it at the time, but it all seemed to blow over after a while.”

“Any specifics you can remember? Mrs. Bornstein’s cats are all black, I wondered about that, whether they targeted them specifically?”

“Oh no, I remember it was cats and dogs.”

“Just cats and dogs?”

“I think so. But there was a German Shepherd and a Golden Retriever. I remember those because I had one of each at the time. We always had dogs in my family, the idea of anyone hurtin’ them was just awful. Those two made the paper because they were from the same family.”

“And how long have you been working for Leo?” Zoe asked.

“Pretty much since he opened this place. I used to work in legal, but I prefer workin’ with the animals. They’re a lot less irritable than high-end clients, I can tell you that.”

Zoe smiled. “And have you lived in Sapphire all your life?”

“Me and my husband moved here about ten years ago.”

“Leo said he was a Navy SEAL?”

Nancy laughed. “Yeah. Big as a house, timid as a mouse is my Adrian. He’s a security guard up at Linmans. Enjoys it. The hours are lousy, but the pay’s not bad.”

“Has he worked there long?” Zoe asked, storing the information in the back of her mind.

“Pretty much since we moved here. He got injured like Leo, so he can’t do as much as he used to.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“It is what it is. Always happens that way. Right at the end of his service, he got hurt and that was that. Quality of life is less than it should be, but we manage.”

The phone rang again, and Nancy headed into the lobby to answer it.

Zoe pulled the next file and opened it, reading through the notes and some comments at the bottom of the page.

One line had been scrawled at the bottom of the notes box in a spiking hand, “possible exposure to toxic substances, lethargy, diarrhea, and drooling,” and then later, “third pet from same household affected, owner is concerned of intentional poisoning, no known toxins present at home.”

It was followed with a list of vitals that were all marked as elevated. Then, at the bottom, Zoe saw something that made her pulse quicken. She gripped the folder tighter as she read through the notes at the bottom of the page.

“Spoke with Deputy Stanfield at the Whistle Falls Sheriff’s Department; owner has been advised that they should report their suspicions to Animal Control as soon as possible.”

Zoe stared at Stanfield’s name, her mind racing. The folder was dated ten years before, which would likely make Stanfield a junior deputy, probably a rookie fresh on the job. He must have worked in Whistle Falls before moving to Sapphire Valley.

If Stanfield lived in Whistle Falls, then so did Jack. Could that be where this had all started?

Zoe checked her watch. It was early afternoon, and Chase should be at work. If she was careful, she might be able to ask him questions that wouldn’t raise his suspicions and try to get more details on his brother.
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As Zoe left the clinic, she called Leo. He answered as the call was about to disconnect.

“Hey, Zoe.” There was a loud clanging in the background. Zoe got into her car, glancing up at the clouds gathering above her head.

“Hey Leo, sorry, are you free?”

“Uh… kind of. There’s a load of sheep I gotta deal with in a second. Did you find something?”

“I’m not sure.”

“What is it?” he asked. Another clang came through the phone and a loud bleating sound, then Leo swore as there was a thud as it sounded like he dropped the phone.

“I can call you back.”

“It’s okay, she’s run off now. I’ll get her in a sec. What did you find?”

“Did you know Jack and Chase Stanfield used to live in Whistle Falls?” she asked.

“Vaguely. I remember him sayin’ he didn’t have the same beef with the town as the rest of us ‘cause he grew up there. Why?”

“Back in the day, Chase was a deputy with the sheriff’s department in Whistle Falls. He was the officer who investigated the pets getting sick all those years ago. I found his name in one of the files.”

“Really? Didn’t you go and speak to him about this before?”

“Only about Lucas Watt and his sheep getting sick. I didn’t know about the Whistle Falls cases then. I’m gonna go and talk to him now.”

“You think he’ll remember?”

“I’m hoping so,” she said, starting the engine.

There was a loud shout through the phone, and then Leo’s voice came on again, sounding stressed.

“Sorry, Zo, I’ve gotta go get this ewe before she breaks down the fence. I’ll be back later. Call me when you’re done and let me know if he tells you anything useful. If he has an idea what caused it back then, he might be able to help us nail this thing down.”

Unless he’s protecting his little brother.

“I’ll let you know.”

More clouds were looming on the horizon as she hung up and headed to the sheriff’s department.

She knew she would have to be careful—any questions she asked Chase would feel like an accusation and Melody had told her how protective he was of his brother.

Could it be that Chase knew Jack was the one who killed the deer and that’s why he was so set on pushing the poaching angle?

She drove onward, running through all the elements she knew to be true:

Jack had been present at the site of the deer shooting.

He had been walking through the woods later that afternoon with a tranquilizer gun over his shoulder.

Melody had told Zoe that Jack sometimes hung around the clinic.

Zoe stared ahead of her as she came to the next set of lights. She had only seen Jack on a few occasions, and he had always acted a little strange each time. She didn’t want to assume he was guilty just because he was on medication for a mental illness—something she was only aware of because she had illegally accessed his medical records.

As she drove, she thought back to the first time she had seen him in the woods, then again when she had briefly met him at her mother’s house.

Why was Jack there?

It seemed logical that he might have come with Chase to see her mother if they were visiting together, but then why didn’t he come into the house with him? Why hang around outside?

He didn’t want to come in for some reason. Why wouldn’t he want to speak with her mother, or offer his condolences?

Zoe had assumed that he was just socially awkward, which lined up with all the other pieces of the puzzle. But there was his behavior at the funeral to consider, as well…

As she walked into the department, the receptionist let her know that Stanfield was at lunch but that she could wait at his desk.

Zoe walked into the office, hoping she wasn’t about to bump into Kissinger. As far as the sheriff was concerned, Zoe was still a suspect in Melody’s death, and she didn’t want another confrontation with the man.

There were a couple of other officers working at their desks, but no sign of the sheriff. She took a seat, staying as small and quiet as possible, not wanting to draw any attention.

She only had to wait ten minutes before Stanfield returned. He had been to lunch with Walker, and they walked back into the department laughing together.

Walker’s friendly smile faded as she noticed Zoe waiting for Chase, but his eyes lit up as he saw her, and he made his way over.

“Hi, Zoe,” he said, taking a seat. “They told me you were waitin’ on me. Is there something I can help with?”

There were heavy bags under his eyes, and his smile looked a little strained.

“Hi, Chase, I’m sorry to bother you. I know you must be busy with the investigation right now.”

“Yeah, it’s been crazy these last few days. I been all over the place. What’s up? You look worried about something.”

“Not really worried, just intrigued. It’s actually about the cats that were found at the clinic. Although, I imagine that’s not really your top priority right now.”

Stanfield looked at a stack of papers in his in-tray. “We’re still lookin’ into it for sure, but without any security footage and barely any evidence on the carcasses themselves, we’ve hit a bit of a wall.”

Zoe nodded. “I wanted to ask you about something else about it if you’ve got time.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Leo told me that some unusual drugs were found in the cat’s bloodwork. Some paralytics and a sedative?”

Stanfield’s eyes shifted across his desk, tension forming around his mouth.

“Sure, I remember reading somethin’ about that.”

“Well, I know this is a weird question, but Nancy Ashwood, the receptionist at Leo’s place, told me that there were some cases of pets getting sick in Whistle Falls about a decade back. I thought I’d look into it, ya know? In case it’s related to the cats. I found your name on one of the files—the vet had made a note that she’d called you about it.”

Stanfield’s eyes widened, but he relaxed as he leaned back in his chair.

“Whoa, that was a long time ago. I was a brand new deputy, I’d only just graduated from the academy.”

“In Whistle Falls, right?” she asked.

“Yeah, that’s where I started out. I moved here a bit later because I preferred the people. I met Walker when I was on a case and liked her. Plus, this building is way nicer to work in. The Whistle Falls department is a dive.”

Zoe didn’t comment—the Sapphire Valley police department didn’t exactly feel state of the art, but she was glad he seemed willing to keep talking.

“And what did you find out about the poisonings?” she asked.

“We had a lot of animals with this weird diarrhea that no one could explain. The vets called us in to take a look because several animals from the same block got sick. It was where I lived, so I kind of took an interest in it.”

Zoe went still. “Is that where you lived with your brother originally?”

Stanfield’s eyes moved to hers, narrowing slightly. “Yeah, me and Jack.” He leaned forward again, glancing behind her to where she was sure Walker was watching them. “What’s this about, exactly?” he asked, the friendly tone beginning to fade from his voice.

“Do you think the two cases might be related?”

“I mean, I admire your tenacity, but they’re years apart, and the MO is pretty different.”

“Did they ever find out what had caused the pets to get sick?”

“I don’t recall. I don’t think so.”

“So, someone could have been deliberately hurting them,” she said as Stanfield’s jaw tightened.

“It’s possible. But the deer was killed by poachers, and the cats could very well have been skinned by hunters, too.”

Zoe leaned forward. “So, you think they could have been the same person?”

There was a bead of sweat at Stanfield’s temple and his hands were plucking at the fabric of his uniform.

“That isn’t what I said.” His eyes had turned hard, something menacing in the atmosphere between them now.

“We got a lot to do here, Miss Fontaine,” Walker said from behind her.

Chase leaned forward, placing his hands on his keyboard and hitting a couple of keys. His fingers were trembling violently.

Why is he so scared?

Zoe pushed back her chair.

“Sorry, I can see you’re busy. I shouldn’t be throwing my theories around,” she said, keeping her tone light. Stanfield managed a smile, but his eyes tracked her as she rose. “Thanks for your time.”

“No problem,” he muttered.

She walked out of the office, passing Walker, who was staring daggers at her, on her way out. Zoe walked at a brisk pace, eager to get out of the sheriff’s department in case Kissinger showed up.

Opening the notes app on her phone, she scrolled through until she found where she had stored Jack’s address—something else she wouldn’t have had if she hadn’t accessed his records.

The guilt of betraying her mother’s trust was weighing on her now, but she had a fire in her gut after speaking to Stanfield.

Ever since the deer, she had been dancing around different theories. If she really wanted to get the truth, then she needed to speak to Jack herself.

Pulling out her phone, she called Leo, but it went to voicemail.

She got into her car and drove toward the edge of town where Chase and Jack lived, determined to get some answers as the clouds rolled in above her.
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As Zoe made her way along the road, through the gloomy haze of the town, she couldn’t help thinking about Melody and the night she died.

Did she have any idea what was going to happen to her? Who did she trust enough to allow into her home? Who did she misjudge so badly?

Zoe sighed, checking the clock. It shouldn’t be dark yet, but the weather was shrouding everything in a gray blanket.

Tapping her fingers against the steering wheel, she considered waiting until Leo was with her to visit Jack. But even as the thought entered her head, the shape of Linman Pharmaceuticals loomed ahead of her.

Slowing to a crawl, she stared at it through the windshield, her ribs giving a faint twinge of forgotten pain as she did so. She thought of the countless sleepless nights since the attack, the panic on the mountain roads—all the fear that she had carried lately.

I’m tired of feeling scared all the time.

Checking the GPS to ensure she was going in the right direction, she put her foot on the gas and continued on.

Chase and Jack’s house was on the edge of the town, near the woods. It was one of the last buildings at the end of a long road, the houses on either side becoming increasingly run down as she passed them.

Several porch steps were splintered and broken, and there was more than one house that looked abandoned, tall grass and trees overwhelming the front yards, spilling out onto the sidewalk.

As her GPS flashed that she was close, she figured their home would be as shabby as the rest but was pleasantly surprised as she drew up to it. It didn’t seem to fit with the vibe of the street. Metal fencing ran around the property, but the house itself was well kept, the lawn trimmed to a good length.

The Stanfields seemed to be surrounded by empty houses. Zoe hesitated, staring behind her at the deserted street. As she watched, a cat skittered across the road and away into the woods.

I don’t have to go in. I can just talk to Jack outside.

She grabbed her bag and phone and got out of the car as the first few drops of rain started to fall. The sky was a brooding mass of angry clouds that were ready to burst open on the town any minute.

Zoe hurried to the porch, grateful for her tennis shoes as she dashed over the uneven ground. The porch was clean and free of dirt and fallen leaves from the trees above. The house looked cared for, and Zoe found herself wondering who was responsible for that.

She knocked and waited.

A full minute passed as she stood staring at the empty street. Maybe he’s out.

Jack’s Facebook profile suggested he was unemployed. There was every chance that Chase was the one who earned the money between them, but that Jack did odd jobs on the side. If Jack had had some problems with his mental health, maybe he didn’t or couldn’t work right now.

She knocked again, but the house remained silent.

After deliberating for several minutes and looking at the properties around her for any prying eyes, she opened the screen door and tried the handle. It didn’t budge.

Moving along the porch, she peered through the windows. The interior of the house was tidy, the kitchen spotless. There was even a table with a cloth over it and a vase of flowers in the center.

Zoe walked around the porch and down to the back of the house. There was one window facing the woods behind, but the curtains were drawn.

She continued around until she came to a back door.

It was made of thin material and looked as if the lock had been busted for a while. She checked the area around her again, but she was hidden from view from the road. She tentatively tried the door. It gave, and she pulled it gently open.

The house had a musty smell to it as she walked into the kitchen. Every pot and pan had been put away neatly, the sink was gleaming, and the floor didn’t have a mark or crumb on it.

“Jack?” she called as loudly as she could, but there was no answer. “Jack? It’s Zoe Fontaine. Arlene’s daughter?”

Her heart thudded like a jackhammer as she entered the living room. The TV set was in the corner with a dark grey leather couch in front of it, and the remotes were placed in a line under the set.

She stopped, listening, thinking she heard movement upstairs.

I should leave.

Nothing could come of this except trouble. If she was caught breaking and entering, she wouldn’t be able to explain why she was here. As far as the rest of the town would be concerned, she’d broken into a cop’s house.

Does it count as a break-in if the door is open?

Zoe had been a little surprised to find the front door locked. Most people in Sapphire Valley didn’t bother, but maybe Chase was more careful than some.

Heading to the stairs, she made her way up to the second floor, determined to find something helpful before she left. With Jack gone it might be the only chance she got to look around.

The stairs creaked loudly as she made her way up, and she called out again just to be sure he wasn’t in the shower or couldn’t hear her for any reason.

The top of the house was an odd design with a narrowing corridor at the head of the stairs leading to the bathroom and two bedrooms. She stepped to the doorway of the first, which appeared to be Chase’s. There was a deputy’s shirt hanging on the wall and his bed had been made with military precision, but otherwise, it was fairly sparse.

She moved into Jack’s bedroom.

As she pushed open the door, the hairs on her neck stood up, and she looked around, always trusting her instincts with things like this. If her body told her there was for a reason to be alert, it was usually right.

There was no sound from anywhere as she glanced behind her one more time and walked inside. She went to the drawers by the bed, looking through them one by one, but found nothing other than clothes and underwear.

The room was a mixture of different interests and habits, ranging from hunting to reading to gaming. Jack had a game console on the floor and two controllers beside it.

Moving to the bookshelf, she ran a finger along the spines, surprised by the titles on display. Jack appeared to be a science fan. He had every book imaginable on chemistry, and as she looked along the shelf, her level of excitement grew as she considered what that knowledge might afford him—perhaps he had been the one to create the cocktail of drugs found in the deer’s system.

There was a rustle outside the window, and Zoe jolted back, afraid she’d just heard a car pull up.

Walking swiftly to the stairs, she descended and glanced outside. She was crouched awkwardly on the steps, making sure she would be able to hide if need be, but the street was still deserted.

Making her way to the back door, she quickly stepped outside, pulling it closed behind her. She held her breath, her whole body frozen as she listened carefully, but everything seemed still and quiet.

As she turned to return to her car, already gathering her keys in her hand, a gust of wind whistled down the mountainside behind her, whipping an icy draft through her jacket, and she turned as it blew her hair back from her face.

Behind her, under the darkness of the trees, was the shape of something that looked like a building.

She squinted at it, wondering what it could be, before stepping away from the house and making her way toward the fence line. The path was well used but unlike the lawn at the front, the plants in the rear had been left to grow tall.

She frowned at the weeds that were almost shoulder height around her—it seemed at odds with the meticulous nature of the rest of the house.

Zoe kept moving, pushing against the leaves and brambles in her way. Hissing, she snatched her right hand back as it brushed against a nettle, the burning pain of several stings lighting up her palm like a firework.

“God damn it,” she hissed, rubbing it against her jeans as she headed into the trees as quickly as possible.

The path was covered with pine needles and damp, decaying leaves, which muffled her footsteps. The dark shape she had seen loomed ahead of her in the shadows—an outbuilding or shed of some kind. At first, it appeared small, but as she drew closer, she saw it stretched back several feet.

There was a door on the far side, and she made for it but found that it was secured with a heavy-duty lock. Zoe stared at it—bewildered.

Who goes to this much trouble to secure a shed and leaves the back door of their house unlocked?

She pulled on the door, but it didn’t move. Someone had gone to great lengths to keep intruders out, which only made her more suspicious of what was inside.

She walked around the edge of the building until she found a window on the far side, too high for her to see inside, and grimy.

Dropping her bag by the wall and tossing her keys down with it, she crouched down and pulled out her pepper spray, slipping it into her back pocket. It didn’t sound like anyone was in there, but she would rather be safe than sorry.

The window was high, long and narrow. She reached up, testing whether she could open it with her nails or not. It was fastened shut, but she could see the catch on the other side. Digging into her bag again, she pulled out her metal nail file and slid it under the edge of the frame, jimmying the latch until she heard a click.

As she pried the window open, it made a little sucking noise as if it didn’t get used that often, and a strange smell came through the air toward her. It was like a mixture of paint thinner and sulfur.

She wrinkled her nose as she put her hands on the sill; in that same moment, the clouds overhead began to empty themselves over the forest. Large drops of rain sliced through the trees, beginning to drench her as she scrabbled for purchase on the sill.

There was a pipe coming out of the bottom of the wall, and she used that for a stool, pulling herself up on the windowsill until she could see inside. It was dark but she could at least confirm the narrow space was empty.

She hauled herself up, grateful for her slim frame as she managed to get her torso partially through the window, shimmying through until her hands found an unsteady purchase on a shelf on the other side. She pulled herself gracelessly through the rest of the way, wincing as her ribs protested, and slung her legs over and down, keeping her weight on her hands. The pepper spray tumbled out of her pocket as she passed through the window, tumbling out into the dirt below, and she winced and made a mental note to pick it up before she high-tailed it out of there.

As her eyes adjusted to the dim light inside, her excitement skyrocketed as the rain began to pound heavily on the roof.

The interior was a laboratory. There were cylinders, conical flasks, test tubes, and bowls of white powder everywhere. She walked slowly through the building, taking everything in, using her phone to photograph it all.

As she came to the end of the table, an array of tranquilizer darts caught her eye. They were placed beside several bottles of clear liquid. She picked one of the bottles up, and her chest constricted as she read the label.

XYLAZINE (xylazine) 300mg Sedative and Analgesic. For Use on Horses and Cervidae only.

Zoe swallowed.

All her assumptions about Jack appeared to be true. He had been cooking up his own particular brand of drugs out here, out of sight of the community, in order to test it on whatever he wanted.

She picked up one of the tranquilizer darts and carefully zipped it into her jacket pocket as evidence to use later.

A door at the end of the room led into the back, and she headed for it, pulling it open with her camera in hand, ready to document whatever else Jack had cooked up.

She stopped dead in her tracks, her blood running cold in her veins at the sight that greeted her.

Jack Stanfield was lying on the floor of the room—quite dead. He had been rolled beneath the shelving against the wall, his body limp and lifeless, just as Melody’s had been.

His glassy eyes stared outward; his mouth open in a silent scream.

“Oh, Zoe.”

The voice came from behind her—low, amused, and far too close. Her breath hitched, heart slamming wildly as she spun around, stumbling back in terror.

Behind her, the outer door hung open against the thundering sound of the rain, and in the semi-darkness, his eyes glittering with a horrible light, stood Chase Stanfield.

“You really should learn to mind your business,” he said bitterly as his arm rose. Zoe felt a sharp blow strike the side of her head and remembered nothing more.
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Zoe’s eyes fluttered open. A stark white light above her head half blinded her as she blinked.

She shifted, panic ripping through her body as she felt her wrists and ankles restricted by tight restraints.

She yanked and strained at them futilely, turning her head to look around the room. Stanfield was opposite her by the far wall, pacing back and forth, running his hands through his hair incessantly.

There was a door behind him. They seemed to be in some kind of wooden cabin. There were windows on either side, the curtains drawn. She had no clue how long she’d been unconscious or where she was.

Leo, please come looking for me. God. Anybody. Please don’t let me die here.

“You’re awake.”

Zoe stopped moving as Stanfield came to a halt and turned to face her. The strange light in his eyes sent a shiver down her spine.

“I have to give you credit. You’re a tenacious little bitch,” he muttered as Zoe pulled ineffectually at the restraint at her wrist. She was tied down to a table, the ropes cutting into her skin, her head throbbing painfully.

“Chase, what are you doing?” she asked or attempted to, her voice coming out hoarse and faint. “What happened to Jack?” Her mouth was dry as sandpaper.

Chase bent his head back, pushing his palms into his eyes, his body trembling as he took in a long breath.

“All he had to do was stay quiet like always, and we would have been fine. But he had to make a hash of things, hanging around the clinic following me everywhere I went—people were starting to ask questions.”

“Did—did you hurt him?” Zoe asked.

“I had to!” Chase shouted. “I tried to reason with him, but he just wouldn’t stop whining about it all, how he didn’t want to be a part of things anymore.” He gave a hollow laugh.

Keep him talking for as long as you can, and don’t let him come over here.

“Part of what?” she asked, and he took a step forward, crossing his arms over his chest.

“Oh, come on now. You can do it. Use that big reporter’s brain of yours.”

“You were the one who killed Mrs. Bornstein’s cats,” she said woodenly.

“Very good, Zoe. You’re really getting the hang of things; keep going.”

“But the deer was Jack; he was the one with the gun.”

“Yes, well, I needed to test my formula. I wanted to be sure the drugs worked, and he volunteered. He didn’t understand what I was going to use it for, you see, that’s where it fell apart. He didn’t know the deer would die. I should have explained it to him in terms he could have understood. Simpler terms. Animals don’t deserve the love they’re shown. They’re all parasites,” his voice lowered to a murmur, “I would have thought he understood that.”

“What did Mrs. Bornstein ever do to you?” she spat.

“Oh, spare me. She treats those creatures like her children. It’s sickening. It almost wasn’t worth the effort in the end. I thought she’d be more broken by it, but she had so many other cats, it was like she didn’t even notice they were gone!”

Chase’s eyes found hers, glinting in the bright white light above her.

“Your mother, on the other hand, was rather more satisfying.”

Zoe’s body went utterly still. “What?”

He gave a derisive laugh, his mouth twisting into a smirk. “Oh, Jesus, that God damn dog. She treated it like part of the family. And what do dogs do? Nothing. The only reason pets stay with humans is because they feed them. If your mom had stopped giving that creature food, she would have left without a second thought. They’re not loyal; they’re out for what they can get.”

Zoe’s mind was racing as she thought back over everything that had happened.

“But she died of kidney failure.”

“Oh, that was another thing! Your mother had to treat her, give her medicine,” his voice was becoming more scornful by the second. “As if Veronica shouldn’t have just been put down when she got sick! Well, I redressed the balance for all of us.”

Zoe tugged ineffectually at the rope at her ankle, her panic increasing when she realized there was no way she could get herself free.

“How did you do it?” she asked, hoping to distract him long enough for someone, anyone, to find her.

But no one knows where I am, no one even knew I was going to see Jack.

Chase chuckled. “Like I said, you would have made a good cop. You were wondering whether something happened to her in the yard? Sure it did. Me. She was so happy to see me, too, bounding over like I was her best friend. It didn’t take long; she didn’t even protest when I slipped the needle under her skin, and then it was a matter of minutes.”

His voice took on a sickly quality that made Zoe’s stomach turn over. Stanfield raised his face to the ceiling, running his fingers through his hair slowly and deliberately as he groaned like he was experiencing the greatest pleasure of his life.

“God, the look on your mom’s face the next morning. The pain of it. I could have stayed there all day. I could have wallowed in that for months, but no. Jack had to come snooping, checking on me like he’s my father.”

“Why would Jack want to check on you?”

Chase scoffed loudly. “He gets upset, always has, ever since we were kids. Didn’t you see the scene he made at the funeral? Sobbing all over himself like some kind of idiot, I had to drag him out of there before Kissy started asking questions.”

Zoe clenched her fists as her body began trembling uncontrollably.

“Were you the one who hurt Melody?”

Chase sighed in exasperation as if she had asked him about something incredibly trivial.

“Melody didn’t exactly go the way I planned. I’d been buttering her up for months, pretending to give a shit for all those little weasels she cared for every day. But what I wanted was to have a real trial run.”

Stanfield was suddenly moving, crossing the room like an excited child as he reached a side table and held up a long needle. Zoe sucked in a sharp breath.

“After all the time I’d spent making it, I wanted to test it. I’d had some pretty good results with the deer—the paralysis set in much quicker than the sedative did, though, so I didn’t have the right amount of either. That was a good lesson.”

His agitation was growing, the vibrating twitchiness was almost mesmeric now, like watching someone being shocked by electricity every five seconds.

“Jack had been helping me get the dosage right. But he started getting suspicious after the cats were found. After that, he started following me around like a lapdog. He’s clever, you see, but not about people. Usually, I could talk him around, but not this time. I had no choice; he was getting stupid with it. He was threatening me. Me! Like he could ever do anything to me. I run this town.”

He turned to her, walking to the table as Zoe strained, trying to pull herself away from him. Her heart raced as she tugged uselessly at her bonds. His eyes were terrifying, devoid of any feeling, filled with nothing but restless energy and rage.

“I didn’t get a chance to test it on Melody in the end. All my plans gone to waste. When I got into her apartment, I was too eager, tried to inject her too fast; she saw me and started screaming. Only thing to do was shut her up another way. I couldn’t exactly have her telling people what I’d tried to do to her.”

He took a long breath, closing his eyes, and looked suddenly contented. “You, on the other hand, can scream all you like, and no one in the world is going to hear you.”

He looked down at her, eyes dark and cold.

“They’re going to find me, Chase,” she said desperately. “They’re not going to just assume I disappeared.”

“Find you?” he said. “But you were only in Sapphire Valley for a few weeks. If you disappear, people won’t think anything at all—they’ll just assume you went home to DC, where you belong. It ain’t like your family is gonna care; I’ve seen the way your mother treats you. Besides, old Bornstein goes to church every morning; all I have to do is wait until she leaves, clear all of your stuff out, and drive your car back out of town. No one is going to suspect that you ever intended to stay. You’ll just be gone.”

Zoe’s eyes were fixed on the needle, waving a few feet above her head.

“What’s in that? A sedative?”

“It’s my finest work. Well, Jack’s really.” A flicker of pain crossed his face. “He unfortunately won’t ever get to see its full potential now.”

He lowered it so that the sharp point of the needle was mere inches from her eye. Zoe felt her own pulse hammering in her wrists as her panic made the ropes cut deeper into her skin.

Stanfield was looking at the needle in awe. It was clear he was enjoying her fear, drawing it out deliberately.

“I actually got the idea from a case,” he said softly. “There was a drug that was tested on a load of junkies that hadn’t been FDA approved. Some of them died.”

Zoe’s stared up at him. “What? Where?” she whispered.

“Oh, there was a clinic set up, a rehab facility. Perfect cover, really. Who’s gonna ask questions if a bunch of addicts start dyin’? That’s what addicts do.” He looked down at her with a smirk. “You’d know all about that, wouldn’t you?”

The needle moved even closer to her.

“Why sedate them?” she blurted out, unable to look away from the sharp point millimeters from her eyes. “Why not just poison people?”

“Still a reporter right to the last, aren’t you? You can’t even shut up when you’re about to die.”

“Hazard of the job.”

Chase smirked. “Okay, I’ll tell you. I’ve only fired my gun on the job once. Only once, but I hit my mark. It was the best feeling I’ve ever experienced. Nothing compares to that—I doubt any drug in the world can surpass the euphoria of taking a life. Ever since then, I’ve wanted to feel that rush again, but guns are loud and messy. I wanted to try something different. Something quieter.”

Zoe edged further from him, her nails pulling at the ropes, trying to loosen it. If I could just get one hand free, I might be able to grab the needle and break it.

“Why did you choose Melody, of all people?”

“That bitch put animals ahead of everything she did. She used to go out of her way to take care of them. She even kept a dog in a wheelchair—a dog in a wheelchair. Just kill it. Why do people insist on keeping things alive when they clearly should be dead? I spent my life playing second fiddle to my mom’s pets. She barely took care of me and Jack, but she made sure the dog got its shots—even when my brother was having fits every other day, and we had nothing to eat, the dog always got fed.”

He stood back, staring down at her, his eyes running over her body as he lifted the needle, tapping it against his finger to release the air. He squirted some of the contents out of the end, and the tiny droplet landed on Zoe’s arm. She jerked sideways, trying in vain to yank her hand free.

“I reckon I’ve perfected things now. It’s been a long time coming, but the key is the combination. Just enough paralysis to stop you from being able to move, just enough sedation to keep you awake to feel the pain. I’m gonna have fun with you, Zoe; I’ve been waiting a long time for this.”

He grinned as he lowered the needle to her throat. Zoe screamed, straining helplessly as he laughed at her feeble attempts to escape.

“Let’s see if I’ve got it right this time, shall we?” and she felt the sharp pinch as the needle penetrated her skin.
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“Oh, how did it go?” Nancy called as Leo entered the clinic.

He had only just arrived back from the farm where several sheep had hoof rot. It had taken him a couple of hours to trim the infected hooves and treat the animals. The weather hadn’t helped, and he was soaked to the skin.

“Oh boy,” she said, laughing as she saw him, and he chuckled.

“Yeah, it was fun. I think I’m gonna head home, take a hot shower, and disinfect my whole body.” He pumped some hand sanitizer into his hand for good measure. “Is Zoe back yet?”

“No. Has she called you? She’s left the back room in a mess.”

He dug into his pocket for his phone. He’d not had a chance to check it, and it was soaked with a sheen of muddy water as he pulled it out.

“Damn thing’s probably stopped workin’ with all this rain.”

Nancy handed him a tissue, and he wiped it clean. He was surprised to find it was still working and saw he had one missed call from Zoe. Leo dialed her back, but it went to voicemail.

He looked at the clock, figuring she might still be up at the sheriff’s department. He decided to drive by on his way home to see if her car was outside.

“Thanks, Nancy. You should head home for the day. We can schedule anyone else next week.”

“Thanks, boss!” Nancy said cheerfully.

Leo headed out to his truck, the rain still coming down in sheets all around him. When he reached the sheriff’s office, he couldn’t see Zoe’s car and wondered if she might have gone home already. He called her cell again, but there was still no answer.

It was odd that she hadn’t been in touch—surely it wouldn’t have taken this long to speak with Stanfield?

He stopped his truck in the parking lot, about to head inside to see if anyone knew when she had left, when Walker emerged, coffee in hand, talking on the phone. He hopped out of the truck, and she stopped.

“Okay, well, can you just get him settled as best you can?” Walker said into the phone. “I’ll be back in thirty minutes. Don’t give him any candy; he’s had enough today. Thanks, June.”

She hung up, frowning at him as he jogged over.

“Hey Alice, sorry to bother you.”

“That’s alright. Has Kissinger called you? He said he needed to speak to you about some of the items that were missing from Melody’s apartment.”

Leo slowed, his anger spiking that he was still suspected of Melody’s murder. “No, he hasn’t, but I’ll keep my phone on.”

“What’s up?”

“I was just wondering if Zoe had come by today.”

Walker rolled her eyes, nodding. “Yeah, she came by to harass Chase earlier. She’s not here now, though.”

“Okay, no worries, I’ll go ask him if he knows where she was headed,” he walked past her toward the door but stopped when she called after him.

“Chase went home early. He’s got some stuff to sort with his brother, apparently. Zoe hightailed it out of here, so I don’t think it was the best conversation. Next time you see her can you tell her to stop pokin’ around in our business?”

Leo nodded, his eyes on the entrance to the sheriff’s department.

“Will you let me know if you see her?”

Walker shrugged noncommittally. “I’m headed home so I doubt I will, but sure.”

Leo went back to his truck, driving straight to Mrs. Bornstein’s, convinced that Zoe must have gone home, but her car was nowhere to be seen.

He sat in his truck, idling on the roadside, trying to figure out where she might have gone. Then he thought of their conversation with Ray and the image of Jack with that tranquilizer gun. The rain was pattering on the windshield again and Leo tapped his fingers against the wheel thoughtfully.

It would be just like her to go and bother Jack after speaking to Chase.

He glanced up at the trees ahead—Zoe had walked into the forest to speak to Ray alone without a second thought, and that guy was known to be volatile. Leo groaned. He could well imagine that Zoe would hardly have seen Jack as any kind of threat.

He shifted the truck into gear and headed toward Chase’s house. He wanted to make sure she hadn’t started making trouble for herself by going out there. Chase was nice enough, but he wouldn’t take kindly to people going after his brother.

When he arrived, the slight anxiety that had been bubbling in his chest subsided when he saw her car parked beside the house. He got out and went and knocked on the front door, but there was no answer.

“Jack? Zoe? It’s Leo!” he shouted, frowning when he tried the door and found it locked.

He stepped back, looking up the street. Could they have gone out or gone for a walk or somethin’?

He walked around to the back, looking up at the windows to see if there was any movement. As he stepped back from the porch, there was a flutter of wings behind him, and he turned to see two crows rising out of the wood and flapping away toward the mountains.

Leo’s eyes moved down to the line of the trees as the birds faded into the distance, trailing back over the ground and following the line of a narrow path through some tall weeds at the rear of the yard. In the center of the path was a small black object lying on the floor.

Walking over to it, Leo stooped, picking up a can of pepper spray. The metal was cold and clammy against his fingers. He looked ahead, squinting through the trees ahead. As his eyes adjusted to the gloom, he could see a shed in the distance and glanced behind him one last time before he headed for it.

The forest smelled of rain and freshly damp earth. The canopy above him sent a smattering of drops over his shoulders as he walked beneath it.

There was an outbuilding behind the house, and he continued toward it. A narrow window in the top of the building was ajar, and the latch hung down at an odd angle.

Leo was about to go and knock on the door when he stopped, staring at something on the ground. He ran forward, picking up Zoe’s bag that had been discarded beside the wall. Her avalanche of keychains spilled partially out of the top.

“Zo?” he shouted.

He went round to the front, but the door was locked, and as he pulled on the handle, it didn’t move an inch.

“Zo?” he called again.

Her bag still in his hand, he returned to the window. Quickly glanced back at the house, searching for Chase. Was his car on the street? I don’t remember seeing it.

Casting his doubts aside, he approached the wall of the outbuilding, lowering Zoe’s bag to the floor before he reached up, using the window ledge to pull himself up.

Slowly, he raised his eyes over the sill and looked down into the darkness. The sight that greeted him almost stopped his heart.

Through an ajar door in the back of the building, he could see Jack Stanfield’s body on the ground before him. His mouth open, his eyes wide and lifeless.

Frantically, Leo searched the rest of the interior, but it was empty.

He jumped down, stumbled back, and scrambled for his phone. He dialed 911, fingers trembling, his heart hammering, blood pounding in his ears.

Where the hell is Zoe?

As he rattled off the address to the woman on the other end of the call and stared at the room around him, real fear began to seep through his veins.

The rain fell steadily all around him, the rhythmic tapping seeming to mock him as he tried to tamp down his anger, worry threatening to overwhelm him.

Zoe had come here looking for Jack, he was sure of it. Her bag and car were there, so she must have arrived, but where could she have gone? Walker had told him that Chase had gone home early; didn’t it seem logical that he would have come home?

Did Chase come back and find her here? Was Jack already dead?

Leo’s mind was leaping all over the place, but the one thing that made no sense to him was that Chase wasn’t there. He stared at the outbuilding—the door was locked. That meant someone had left Jack’s body in there and locked the door behind them. That could only have been Chase—who else would have the key?

His hands moved to his temples, worry and fear draining him of all thought as he considered what might have happened if Zoe had found Jack’s body. What if Chase found her here and took her somewhere?

In the next few minutes, red and blue lights exploded into view through the trees, and Leo sprinted down to the road to tell them where they needed to go.

Two cars screeched to a halt in front of him and two or three officers emerged running forward as Leo shouted at them through the pouring rain, pointing to where the outbuilding was.

Kissinger emerged from the car, calmer and quieter, looking to where his officers were headed, and Leo ran to him.

“Does Chase have any other properties in Sapphire?” he asked without preamble, too desperate to find Zoe to explain himself.

The sheriff’s face was a stoic mask. “Just what exactly were you doin’ up here, Rowden?”

“I came lookin’ for Zoe,” Leo barked, his anger growing with every word.

“And what was she doin’ here? Jack Stanfield is the brother of a cop. You’re gonna tell me why you’re here.”

“Sheriff!” Leo shouted, and Kissinger’s eyes widened. “Where is Chase?” he asked desperately.

“He could be any number of places,” Kissinger said. “Answer my question.”

Leo took a menacing step forward. “Nancy Ashwood just saw me leave the clinic; I’ve been up at the Jackson’s farm all day. I got alibis everywhere for this one. Now answer my question: is there anywhere else Chase could be? Think about it, Sheriff, who else could have locked Jack’s body up in that place and left him there? Where is Chase now? Walker told me he’d gone home early—well, where is he?”

The sheriff blinked at him. “You think Chase—?”

There was a shout from up ahead, and the sheriff headed to the outbuilding, where the officers had managed to force their way in. Leo threw his head back and groaned, following behind him as the sheriff walked through the high weeds and into the woods.

He entered the building, and Leo waited outside. A hush had fallen across the officers now that the door had been opened. They were standing around like statues, staring in disbelief at the darkness inside.

After a minute that felt like an hour, Kissinger emerged, stepping onto the forest floor, his eyes finding Leo’s.

He took off his hat, his face aghast with shock.

“They got a cabin up near the Panway dam, but—”

Leo spun around and sprinted away, the sheriff’s angry shouts following him, but he wasn’t going to wait another second.

His mind wouldn’t process the thought that he might not get there in time—he had to believe he could save her.
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Leo drove at breakneck speed through the town, his wipers on max as he shot through the deluge.

He knew the section of river Kissinger meant; Leo had fished there several times, but he had never seen a cabin.

He wished he had waited to hear more from the sheriff, but the panic coursing through him wouldn’t fade. He didn’t know how much time he had left. Or more worryingly, how much time Zoe had left.

If Chase did that to his little brother, what’s stopping him from hurtin’ Zoe, too?

Wiping the sweat from his eyes, he made his way along the road that ran parallel to the river, sliding around corners before he slowed his pace.

If I go over the edge and end up stuck in the mud, that’s not gonna help anybody.

Ignoring the fork in the road that led to the parking lot, he headed for the spot where he normally parked his truck near the bend in the river.

He drove on despite the rain and the mud; the truck had handled a lot worse on the ranch. He bumped and jolted his way between the trees as he moved off the road, branches brushing against the windows as he wound through the track.

Leo saw the tracks in the mud that hadn’t yet filled up with rain. Someone had driven that way—recently.

Please, God, let that be Stanfield.

He killed his lights and moved slowly forward, peering into the trees ahead. There was a chance he had seen the cabin before but hadn’t paid it any attention. He wracked his brain, trying to figure out where it could be.

The land leveled out and Leo pulled to a stop. He opened his door quietly, conscious that the rain muffled his approach but not wanting to take any chances.

Cursing himself for not keeping his gun in the glove compartment, he grabbed a flashlight and headed into the woods keeping the beam downward, trying to discern any shapes in the darkness.

His heart leaped when he saw the outline of something up ahead, placed neatly between two large tree trunks, and recognized Chase’s car.

He crept toward it, keeping his eyes ahead, looking for the cabin. There was a very faint light in the distance. It was a pinprick in the darkness, as if it seeped through the chink in a blind or curtain, and he made for it.

The mud was thick and boggy, and Leo could feel the rain running down the back of his neck, the wind sending a chill through him. His fingers tightened on the flashlight, breath coming more quickly as it began to form clouds in the chilly air.

As he moved through the trees, he felt a strange wave of familiar calm come over him, just as he used to experience in Afghanistan. It was the same with any operation. He could feel his training kicking in again, the panic draining away as he used the adrenaline for its true purpose—a sharp focus and heightened sense of awareness.

He stopped, hearing movement to his right, and shut off the flashlight, peering through the darkness for anyone sneaking up on him. The rain made everything difficult to hear, the falling water creating a sound that seemed like noise was coming from everywhere at once.

The cabin was ahead of him now, but the sound was coming from somewhere else.

There.

Another low whine, like someone in pain. He headed for it, keeping his movements as light as possible as he came upon a small shed.

The door was loose, and Leo wrenched it open, holding his arm up over his nose against the stench of feces that burst from inside.

Turning on the flashlight, he gave a low exclamation of shock as the beam illuminated a cage in front of him, and inside were two puppies covered in mud. They were locked in, the collars around their necks bloody and worn where they had been fighting to escape. Their paws were covered with blood, too, soulful eyes looking up at him imploringly.

He looked around the shed, needles, and knives left haphazardly over every surface, blood and excrement everywhere, and Leo’s heart broke to see the dogs in such a horrendous condition. They were so covered in gore he couldn’t even tell what breed they were.

“I’m comin’ back for you,” he whispered. “I promise.”

Then he turned and headed back to the cabin. He couldn’t help the dogs until he’d found Zoe and made sure she was alright.

As he reached the cabin walls, relief flooded his body when he recognized Stanfield’s voice inside. Leo strained his ears, listening for Zoe. Please, please let her be unharmed.

The low murmur of Stanfield’s voice continued for a few more seconds, and then a shrill scream ripped through the night.

Without a second thought, Leo launched himself sideways, taking a step back, then put the full weight of his body behind him as he drove his foot into the door. Wood splintered with a sharp crack as the door burst inward, slamming hard into the wall behind it.

Chase was bent over Zoe, a needle in his hand, the sharp point sticking into her neck. As Leo yelled in horror, Chase darted back, the needle falling to the floor beside the table and the deputy turned and ran to the rear door, slamming it open and running away into the night.

“Zoe!” Leo cried, running to her.

“Oh my God, Leo, thank God,” her skin was pale, blood slicked her face, and sweat beaded on her forehead.

“Did he inject you with that?” Leo asked anxiously, picking up the syringe.

“No, I don’t think so. A little, maybe, but we have to get after him. Cut me loose!”

Leo ran to the kitchen and grabbed a knife out of the drawer. Returning to the table, he slashed through her bindings. Her wrists were covered with red marks, and there was blood where the ropes had bitten into her skin.

She stood up too quickly, ready to charge after Chase, and almost collapsed again as he grabbed hold of her.

“Zoe, you need to stay here. You can’t go anywhere like this.”

“Like hell I do. I’m alright. I just had a head rush, is all.”

Leo stood with his arms around her for another few seconds, her eyes finding his as her hand came to rest on his arm.

“I’m alright, Leo, really. Come on, we can’t let him get away.”

Zoe wouldn’t take no for an answer, but she was shivering violently as they headed toward the door. Leo shucked off his soaked jacket and handed it to her, glaring at her in warning when she looked like she would refuse.

She pulled it on, and they ran out into the woods.

“Which way do you think he went?” she asked, but Leo put a hand on her arm to stop her from running blindly into the darkness. He clicked on the flashlight and stood still as he shone the bright beam through the trees.

After a few seconds, it picked up the retreating form of Chase as he ran through the woods ahead of them, and then they both set off at full tilt.

Leo was taller and faster than Zoe but slowed his pace to keep her alongside him, not willing to let her out of his sight, still unsure how much of the drug might be in her system.

But she kept going, their footsteps loud and wet in the night, the light bobbing all over the place as Leo ran, keeping Chase’s retreating form in his sights.

There was a shout from ahead of them and Chase tumbled forward, falling over and scrambling to his feet again—but it was enough to close the distance between them.

Before Leo could stop her, Zoe launched herself at Stanfield, slamming the full weight of her body into his back, sending them both tumbling to the ground.

Leo threw the flashlight aside, running to help her as he heard sirens approaching in the distance.

Zoe was lying across Chase’s back, her arms gripping his shoulders, when Chase snapped his head back violently, connecting with Zoe’s head. She grunted and fell to the side.

As Chase crawled forward, trying to get to his feet, Leo jumped him, air hissing through his teeth as he kept his weight against Chase’s broad back. The other man struggled violently, muscles bunching he tried to shake Leo off. Leo put his arm around Stanfield’s throat, squeezing with all his strength.

Chase wheezed, choking against the hold, fumbling at Leo’s arm, nails clawing at his flesh. Chase’s left hand moved to his belt and suddenly flashed upward.

Leo hollered in pain as Chase plunged a knife into his upper arm. Pain billowed outward from the blade, the oozing trickle of warm blood beginning to seep down Leo’s arm. He cursed loudly and released his hold on Chase’s neck.

In an instant, Chase was on his feet again, turning to rip the knife from Leo’s arm, as he grunted in pain again. The light from the abandoned flashlight illuminated the shiny blade between Chase’s fingers as he spun around, eyes flashing as he focused on Leo.

Leo tensed, ready to dart sideways as Stanfield flicked the knife expertly into his palm as if to throw it at Leo’s chest.

He raised the knife, even as the sound of the sirens grew louder and louder, and his eyes connected with Leo’s. He smirked at him triumphantly and Leo felt cold rush through his whole body at the cruelty in his expression.

Chase’s arm drew back, but then, just as he was about to throw the knife, his body seemed to freeze in place.

Stanfield’s mouth fell open in surprise as he staggered to the side, revealing Zoe, who was standing behind him.

The knife fell from his fingers as he collapsed to his knees and fell forward onto the forest floor, a tranquilizer dart sticking out of his back.

Zoe stood over him, clouds of breath rising into the night, blood streaming down her chin and across her temple, but alive.

Leo stared at her, the relief at finally knowing she was safe, almost all-consuming.

“Y… You alright?” he breathed.

She ran to him, taking off his jacket and hung it around his shoulders.

“Jesus, Leo, that’s a lot of blood.”

Leo glanced down at the wound. She was right. His arm was soaked, but he had seen enough stab wounds to know it wasn’t life-threatening.

“I’ll be alright,” he muttered, gripping the sleeve of his jacket and folding it over to apply pressure to the wound.

“How did you find me?” she whispered.

“Kissinger,” he admitted. “I found Jack’s body and called the cops. Then I accused Chase of kidnapping you and ran off. Bet that went down well, but at least I was right.”

Zoe took over, putting pressure on the knife wound, looking up as the lights of the police cars got closer.

“They believed you?”

“Nope,” came a voice from behind them.

They both turned sharply to find Ray standing over Chase’s body, the shotgun pointed at the deputy, watching them with a grim smile.

“Been watchin’ it all on my cameras since he ran through though. I called it in. Think they might have already been on the way, mind you.”

Ray nudged Chase with his foot and knelt down, feeling for a pulse.

“Is he dead?” Zoe asked fearfully. “I don’t know what was in that dart.”

“Not yet, blood’s still pumpin’,” Ray said without any intonation in his voice.

The rain was finally beginning to ease up, and Leo looked up at the dark canopy above his head, feeling a little woozy from the loss of blood.

As Zoe’s fingers clasped his arm, his hand found hers and gripped it tightly.

“Are you sure you’re okay? I think that’s the most scared I’ve ever been in my life.”

“What, a big, strong soldier like you?” she asked; her tone was almost teasing, but there was weight to it, too.

“Like I said—it’s different when it’s happenin’ to people I care about.”

Zoe interlaced their fingers. “You saved my life.”

“Yeah, well, then I guess we’re even,” he said ruefully.

Their gazes locked and held in the quiet and the dark, and they stared at one another, simply grateful to be together and to be safe.
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Zoe lay on the couch with Satan purring on her lap and a blanket over her knees.

She could hear the clink of cutlery in the kitchen, and after a while, the door opened, and Mrs. Bornstein entered, smiling down at her warmly as several cats rushed between her legs.

“Thanks, Mrs. B,” Zoe said gratefully as her landlady handed her a steaming cup of coffee. “I bet the cats are glad to be out and about again.”

Mrs. Bornstein smiled. “They sure are, but I think some of them may not come back. They didn’t like being cooped up.”

“I’m sure they will, they’ve got a good life here.”

Mrs. Bornstein settled on the end of the couch. “How are you feelin’?” she asked. It was a question she had posed every day since Zoe had returned from the hospital.

She hadn’t needed to stay overnight, but they had taken her for blood tests and observations to ensure no toxins were present in her system.

Stanfield had been in a coma since the night he had attacked her, a mixture of Xylazine and a drug called Succinylcholine found in his blood that had caused full-body paralysis. He was on a ventilator, and the prognosis wasn’t good.

Zoe supposed she should feel guilty about it, but the moment his body had fallen to the ground, all she felt was relief.

The full extent of Chase’s crimes was still being uncovered, and Kissinger and the other officers had been forced to accept that a monster walked among them without any of them ever suspecting a thing.

Zoe sipped her coffee, looking at the woods and the bright March sunshine. April was just around the corner, and it felt like the world had woken up again. The town was brighter and felt more carefree since Chase was caught, but many people were still coming to terms with the truth of it all.

When the ground around the cabin had been exhumed, they’d found a graveyard of bones out there. All of them from cats and dogs that had gone missing from the surrounding area over a number of months. Kissinger himself had been the one to make the grizzly discovery of Chase’s trophies.

Inside the shed where they had found the puppies, dozens of severed feet hung on colored string like a horror scene from some morbid Mardi Gras celebration.

Jack’s ‘lab’ in the outbuilding behind their house had been analyzed, and a wide variety of drugs had been discovered. They were still trying to discover the source of the Xylazine and how Chase had gotten his hands on so much without coming under scrutiny.

Zoe sighed, still feeling intense guilt for the suspicions she had piled on Jack, never once thinking that his brother might be the culprit.

“I thought you might like to know that this week’s Chronicle is out,” Mrs. Bornstein said and reached behind her, pulling a newspaper from a table and handed it over. “I’m keeping this copy as a memento. My first guest turns out to be a celebrity,” she said with a wink as she rose and headed back to the kitchen.

Zoe opened the paper to a full-page spread. The headline read:

“BADGE OF BETRAYAL: LOCAL COP UNMASKED AS MURDERER”

There was a photograph of Sheriff Kissinger standing in front of the cabin, holding up the remains of some of the cats they had found, bones scattered around his feet.

Even before they reached the hospital, Zoe had been drafting the article on her phone. Leo had had to confiscate, telling her to ‘get some goddamn rest, Fontaine’.

Even so, she had called Rick from her hospital bed and sent him what she had, and they’d drafted the final article together.

It read well, and she was pleased with it. The story had been picked up by several local news stations, even landing Rick his first-ever on-air interview, a rare spotlight for The Chronicle. It would provide front-page news for a few more weeks, and that was what mattered to Rick.

She read through the article twice, her eyes pausing as she reached Melody’s name alongside Jack’s. Many people in the town believed Jack was just as guilty as Chase, enabling his brother to do what he did by continuing to concoct the drugs he needed, but Zoe wasn’t so sure.

Jack and Chase seemed to have existed in a classically abusive relationship, with Chase pulling Jack’s strings throughout his life. She had spent the nights since it happened wondering how much agency he would have had to say no to Chase and just how brave he had been to confront him—an act for which he’d paid the ultimate price.

Feeling tired, she lowered the paper to the floor as Satan shifted, blinking at her slowly and began to wash his paw.

Looking at him reminded her that she had a call to make later that day, and as she was about to pull herself up and off the couch, her cell vibrated in her pocket.

She smiled when she pulled it out.

“Hey, Tripp.”

“Well, hey there, Miss Small Town Heroine, how are you feeling?”

She laughed. “I’m good. No lasting damage.”

“It’s quite the scoop. Next time I send you to take some time off, I’m putting you on a tropical island where you can’t get into any trouble.”

“Didn’t know you kept up with small-town papers. Thought local news wasn’t your thing.”

“It is when my buddy is writing the articles.”

“Your buddy now, is it? You must want something.”

Tripp snorted. “Yeah, okay, I might be calling under false pretenses. I wanted to ask how you were doing, but also when you’re coming back. Jarvis was asking, too. I think he sees you in a new light now that you took down a cop and a murderer in one shot.”

Zoe shifted as Satan gave a meow of protest then leaped off her lap.

“I’m not sure yet. I think I might actually take some time out and rest for a while now. Two near-death experiences in as many months has got to be some kind of record.”

There was a long pause on the other end of the line, and Tripp sighed.

“I’m glad, Zo. I think that would be good for you, but it’s dull without you bugging me all the time.”

Zoe scoffed. “You have plenty of other reporters who drive you nuts. I’m not special.”

“I’m really glad you’re okay, Zoe. When I read what had happened, I felt sick. I realized how close I’d come to never seeing you again.”

Tripp’s voice was thick with emotion. “Aw, thanks, Tripp. It’s almost as if you care.”

“Yeah, don’t get cocky, Fontaine,” he replied, making her smile. “You take what time you need, and I’ll call you in a couple of weeks to see what your plans are.”

“Thanks, Tripp. I appreciate it.”

Once she had hung up, she headed into her bedroom, where the boxes of the Brett Conway story were neatly stacked in the corner. She contemplated them for a little while before pulling the comforter off the bed and throwing it over them, ensuring they were out of her eyeline for at least the next few weeks.

What she had said to Tripp was true—she didn’t want any more excitement for the time being and was finally going to put her feet up.

There’s just one more thing I have to do.

After a lot of fussing from Mrs. Bornstein about her straining herself and making herself sick again, Zoe drove slowly down the hill, enjoying the glowing sunshine warming her skin.

The town was still in shock from the events of the last few days, and as she drove by, she saw several people glancing at her curiously. She knew it was only a matter of time before they all wanted a piece of her story.

She parked and headed toward Leo’s clinic, listening to the cars passing by and the twitter of birds in the trees. Since she had woken up on that table, a lot of her life had come into sharper focus. She liked the idea of enjoying the little things for a while.

When she pushed the door open and stepped into the building, Nancy stood up, rushing around the desk to greet her.

“Oh, my goodness, Zoe, you should be resting. Aren’t you cold? Where’s your scarf?”

Zoe laughed. “I’m alright, Nancy. Thank you, though. I just came by to check on our guests.”

Nancy grinned. “Oh, they are such darlings.”

“Are they doing okay?”

“Right as rain after a few days of food and care. But their wounds will take a while to heal. You go on back. I’ll let Leo know you’re here.”

Zoe followed her through the reception and into the small corridor to the observation room. There were a couple of parrots squawking in cages to her left, but Zoe only had eyes for the two German Shepherd puppies on the opposite side of the room.

After he was certain she was doing okay, Leo had gone up to the cabin and rescued the two puppies he had found and brought them back to the clinic, spending hours cleaning them up and making sure they were healthy.

One was a pale blond and very eager to please, panting happily and not minding being petted at all. The other sat at the back of his cage, staring miserably at the world beyond the bars, and was terrified when anyone touched him.

Zoe’s anger rose as she crouched down and stuck her fingers through the bars, beckoning the puppy, but he wouldn’t come close to her.

“That one’s gonna take a while to warm up, I reckon,” Leo said as he entered the room. “How you doin’ today?”

She rose and smiled at him. “I’m good. Bit dizzy, but otherwise fine. How’s Blondie?” she asked as the other puppy eagerly stuck her paws out of the cage.

“She’s good. You sure about all this? It can wait for a few days.”

“I think so. If it doesn’t work out, we can take her for adoption.”

Leo bent down and unlocked the cage, picking up the puppy and stood with her in his arms as she licked enthusiastically at his chin.

He handed her over gently. “I bought her a harness since she shouldn’t wear a collar for a while. Let the wounds around her neck heal. But other than a few cuts and bruises, she’s doing well. She’ll need to be monitored most of the time, though. Puppies need a hell of a lot of care.”

“I know. I don’t think it’s gonna be a problem.”

Leo smiled. “I guess the other one will have to wait for his forever home.”

“Do you need a dog at the ranch?” she asked, looking down at its shivering form.

Leo blew out a breath. “I’d love one, but he’s terrified of me. Won’t let me go near him. He clearly hasn’t had a good experience with men. I could work with him, and it might fade eventually, but I don’t think I’d have time to give him what he needs.”

Zoe looked at the dark, baleful eyes at the back of the cage and felt a sharp pang in her chest.

“There’ll be someone out there for him, I’m sure.”

“Let me get you Blondie’s harness.”

“You sure they shouldn’t be kept together?” she asked, unable to take her eyes off the dark ball of fur at the back of the cage.

Leo shrugged. “I’d say she’s around twelve weeks old, which is usually when she’d be separated from her siblings, and he’s terrified of her. I’m not sure what Stanfield was doing but it wasn’t playin’ happy families.” He lowered his voice as he said that, his gaze hardening.

They moved into the main reception room, where he pulled out a rainbow-colored leash and tiny harness from the drawer for the puppy to wear.

Zoe beamed at him. “Where did you get those?”

“I had a feelin’ you’d want somethin’ rainbow colored for her,” he said, his cheeks reddening slightly as he placed the harness on the puppy. She was docile as a lamb as he clipped on the leash.

“Thanks, Leo. I’ll let you know how it goes.”

She carried the puppy out of the clinic and to her rental, fastening her leash to the headrest and hoping that she wouldn’t stray too far as she drove.

That hope was quickly dashed when the over-excited bundle of fur jumped into Zoe’s lap right off, and she had to stop three times before she reached her destination to stop herself from crashing the car.

Zoe sat quietly looking at the house, wondering whether she was making a huge mistake, but unable to shake the feeling that this was going to heal more than just the dog.

She picked up the puppy, walked up the path to the house, and knocked on the door. Her mother opened it, looking as if she’d been expecting the mailman.

She went completely still, staring from the dog to Zoe and back again in amazement.

“Who on earth is this?” she asked, her hand on the door handle as the dog strained for her excitedly.

“She’s one of the puppies we found at the cabin,” Zoe said hesitantly. “I wondered if you’d like to take care of her, just for a little while. Leo can’t keep her indefinitely at the clinic, and I thought you might like to have a dog around the place again.”

Zoe had no idea how it would go over with her mother. She was unpredictable at the best of times, and a puppy wasn’t going to be easy.

Her mom was frozen in place, and then she made a little noise at the back of her throat that sounded suspiciously like a sob. Her arms shot out and she plucked the puppy out of Zoe’s hands, pulling her against her chest.

“Oh, Zoe, she’s gorgeous.”

Zoe smiled as she walked into the house. “I think she’ll enjoy having a good home to stay in for a while.”

“Oh, we need to get you some food, don’t we, baby girl?” her mother said in a high-pitched voice that made Zoe roll her eyes.

Her mother was smiling from ear to ear, her perpetual frown disappearing as she carried the dog into the kitchen.

Zoe followed slowly, listening to the clatter of the puppy’s claws on the kitchen floor, grateful to see her mother happy again.
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Zoe sat in The Red Lantern with Leo, nursing a glass of wine. The mood was subdued and quiet, but Zoe still felt oddly nervous in his presence.

Ever since that moment in the forest, seeing him burst through the door like a superhero, she was having even more trouble looking him in the eye.

The door of the bar opened as they sipped their drinks, and Sheriff Kissinger and his wife came in. He clocked them almost instantly, but the usual animosity was missing from his expression. He simply nodded in greeting as they made their way through the room.

“Changed his tune a bit, hasn’t he?” Leo commented as they both watched the sheriff walk to the bar.

“I think finding out one of his deputies was a murderer has made him less smug.”

“I guess it must have,” Leo swirled his beer gently, staring at the wall, his eyes glazing over as he tapped the edge of his glass.

“What is it?” she asked.

“I was just wondering—are you heading back to DC now? You always said you were only here for a few weeks.”

Zoe shifted in her chair. “That was the plan. But then, I was supposed to be resting while I was here. I guess I didn’t really have a chance to do that. I spoke to Tripp, and I might hang out here for a little while longer, just until I feel like I’m back on my feet. Besides, my mom still needs help with the practice, and that work is a lot less taxing than running through forests chasing killers.”

Leo’s smile was soft as he sipped his beer. “You don’t say.”

“It’d be nice to get to know the area a bit more… but as an adult this time. I was thinking I might take up fishing again. I used to do it with my dad. How hard can it be?”

“That depends on the fish. But if you ever need good spots, let me know. I have a lot of tackle at my place.”

She nodded, her cheeks reddening at the idea of Leo and tackle in the same sentence.

“How many pets did they find in the woods in the end?” she asked as Leo’s brow furrowed.

“Too many. Kissinger told me there were over forty bodies. No people, but dozens of cats. He must have been torturing them for months.”

“Stanfield seemed so nice, that’s what’s so confusing about it all. How does someone have two sides to their personality like that?”

“I have no idea. I think we found out his true nature in the end.”

“I guess the cats were a warning after all…” she mused.

“What do you mean?”

“All this time, it was bugging me why the cats had been left at the clinic. Why somewhere so obvious? When we were in the cabin, he was talking about Melody prioritizing pets over everyone else. It sounds like he had a complicated relationship with his mom, and she chose caring for her dog over caring for him and Jack. I guess he was sending a warning to Melody by dumping them there.”

“Hey Fontaine!”

Zoe looked up to find Seth coming over to their table, his eyes flicking between them warily but a lot more sober than the last time she’d seen him.

“Hey, Seth.”

“I just wanted to ask how you were doin’ after all this?”

“Better, thank you. On the mend and resting up,” she said, smiling.

Seth shrugged his shoulder. “Can I get you a drink?”

“I’m good,” she said, raising her glass, “but thank you.”

“Next time you come to the café, coffee’s on me, alright?”

“Thanks Seth.”

Seth nodded, glancing at Leo. “Rowden.”

“Bowen,” Leo responded in an identical tone, and Zoe rolled her eyes at them both. Seth moved off to the bar, greeting the sheriff warmly, who was now sitting at a table with his wife.

“You two seem friendly,” Leo muttered, taking another swig of his beer. Zoe glanced at him uncertainly.

“Is that a problem?”

Leo picked at the label on his beer. “No,” he finally said, his eyes following Seth around the room.

A little bubble of happiness rose in her chest at Leo’s strange attitude. Is he jealous?

The idea of Leo Rowden being jealous of Seth seemed mind-boggling, but she wasn’t complaining about it.

As they finished their drinks, Leo offered her another, but she shook her head, her bed already calling to her. They made their way out into the cool evening. After all the rain, the sky was finally clear above them, and Zoe breathed in the scent of pine on the air, marveling at how different she felt from that first day in Sapphire only a few weeks before.

It felt like a whole new world—one that she was beginning to appreciate more and more.

They reached her car, parked beside Leo’s truck, and came to an awkward halt as Leo turned to face her.

“Let me know if you want to go check out those fishing spots,” he said, his eyes fixed on a place just to the right of her ear.

“I will, thanks.” She pulled out her keychain, noting his amused smile as she did.

To her surprise, he turned toward her, his eyes a smoldering dark brown in the dim light and leaned forward, placing a gentle kiss on her cheek with a nervous smile as he pulled back.

“I’m glad you’re okay, Zo,” he said gently before walking around to the other side of his truck and opening the door.

She got into her rental as Leo reversed out of the lot and away back toward the ranch. She traced her cheek with her fingertips, where the kiss still lingered, before she blew out a long breath and turned on the engine.

As she was about to put the car in gear, she stopped, noticing something on the passenger seat—a manila envelope that hadn’t been there before. She turned off the engine, looking around the lot for anyone nearby, but it was empty.

She picked up the envelope, unwound the string and pulled the papers partially out to find the word ‘classified’ stamped on the top and the logo for Linman Pharmaceuticals in the top right-hand corner.

Something fluttered to the floor as she stared at the papers, wondering where they had come from. She glanced down at a yellow Post-it that had landed on the floor of the car. Written on it were three words that made her chest tighten.

Don’t Give Up.
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A few days later, Zoe made a mistake.

She had been putting it off for days, trying to talk herself out of the ridiculous idea, but no matter what she tried, it wouldn’t fade away.

There was a mixture of excitement and apprehension in her stomach as she pulled up to the clinic and watched an incredulous but happy-looking Leo emerge, shaking his head at her.

She knew what she was doing was incredibly stupid. But she did it anyway.

“You sure about this?” Leo asked as she walked over to him.

“Of course not.”

They both walked to the observation room, where she crouched down on the floor and met the eyes of a puppy that she hadn’t been able to get out of her mind since she’d first met him.

“He might not come out,” Leo said softly behind her. “I’ll stay back, but he’s real frightened.”

“Okay, thanks, Leo.”

Carefully, she unhooked the latch and opened the cage door. The tiny ball of fur at the back was quivering violently, staring at her as if she were a monster.

On instinct, she sat cross-legged on the floor, keeping her hands by her sides, and waited. For several minutes the puppy barely moved, staying in its place of safety in the corner of the cage.

Zoe pulled out the strips of boiled chicken she had brought with her, tentatively holding them at the edge of the cage.

Another minute passed, but the puppy’s eyes were zeroed in on the chicken and slowly, it began to crawl on its belly toward her.

Zoe stayed totally still, feeling Leo’s eyes watching them from the doorway. The puppy came out to the edge of the cage and ate some chicken, then retreated.

Over the next few minutes, Zoe repeated the motion again, and eventually, the puppy stopped retreating, sniffing the air for more chicken, his tail still firmly between his legs.

Then, Zoe reached out her hand and scratched him between his ears, then under his chin, and the puppy took a step toward her, very nervously at first but with more confidence, as Zoe slowly placed her hands beneath his legs and lifted him into her arms.

He buried his nose in her armpit but stayed put. She turned to Leo, who was looking at them in amazement.

“I think that’s game, set, and match, Fontaine. No one else has been able to get near the little guy.”

It was another hour until they left the clinic, Leo helping her to get him into the carrier she had bought and into her car.

I am not looking forward to the next conversation.

As she fought with the logical side of her brain that screamed at her that she couldn’t possibly keep the puppy, she made her way back up the hill, her nerves building with every foot she covered.

She climbed out of the car, holding the puppy close to her chest, and swallowed the lump in her throat.

“We’re in this together, right?” she said to the dog as he looked up at her and buried his face in her chest again. “Yeah… I thought so,” she muttered.

As she entered the house, she attempted to tiptoe to her room, but it was no use. There was a sharp intake of breath from the kitchen. Zoe tensed, holding the dog tightly against her, where he remained motionless and still.

Mrs. Bornstein’s eyes almost popped out of her head when she emerged, staring at him in bewilderment.

“Zoe Fontaine… what in the world are you carrying?”

“Hi, Mrs. B,” Zoe said brightly. “Uh, so hear me out…”
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Thank you so much for reading THE GIRL IN THE VALLEY and for taking a chance on the very first book in this series! I can’t tell you how excited I am to finally welcome you to Sapphire Valley. I’ve felt like a kid on Christmas morning waiting for you to meet Zoe, Leo, and the secrets tucked away in this quiet corner of the Blue Ridge mountains. So many of you have shared how much you love the Sweetwater Falls series, not just for the mysteries, but because of the characters and the feeling that it’s a place you’d want to live. That’s exactly what I hope you’ll find here too, a place that feels cozy yet crackling with secrets, with people you can root for, and mysteries that keep you turning the pages late into the night!

I always aim to create the best reading experience possible for you, and if your time in Sapphire Valley already has you hooked, I’d truly love to hear about it. Reviews play such a big role in helping this new series find its footing, allowing other readers to discover Zoe and Leo’s world while giving me a window into what you connected with most (and what you’d like to see more of in future books). Your feedback not only brightens my day but helps shape the stories to come. So if you have a moment, it would mean the world to me if you could leave a review. Every single word makes a difference!

Zoe’s journey in Sapphire Valley is just getting started, and I’m so excited to share that her next adventure will be arriving very soon! In Scars in the Valley, Zoe is finally settling into her new life, embracing quiet hikes and a slower pace, until her cantankerous grandmother shows up in town, bringing a storm of chaos with her. When strange deaths begin to shake the local nursing home, Zoe finds herself drawn into a case that unearths deception, negligence, betrayal, and dangers that hit closer to home than she ever imagined. If you’re ready to return to Sapphire Valley for another twisty, heartfelt mystery, I can’t wait for you to join me on Zoe’s next investigation!

Thank you once more for your continued support. I can’t wait to share more of this charming town and characters with you in the next book!

By the way, if you find any typos or want to reach out to me, feel free to email me at egray@ellegraybooks.com

Yours truly,

Elle Gray
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Loved the book? Don't miss out on future reads! Join my newsletter and receive updates on my latest releases, insider content, and exclusive promos. Plus, as a thank you for joining, you'll get a FREE copy of my book Deadly Pursuit!

Deadly Pursuit follows the story of Paxton Arrington, a police officer in Seattle who uncovers corruption within his own precinct. With his career and reputation on the line, he enlists the help of his FBI friend Blake Wilder to bring down the corrupt Strike Team. But the stakes are high, and Paxton must decide whether he's willing to risk everything to do the right thing.

Claiming your freebie is easy! Click HERE and sign up with your email!

Want more ways to stay connected? Follow me on Facebook and Instagram or sign up for text notifications by texting "blake" to 844-552-1368. Thanks for your support and happy reading!
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