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Eighteen months ago…

Zoe swore as she missed the edge of the curb, her foot bending painfully sideways as it twisted in her shoe. Thrown off balance, she stumbled into a woman with a stroller, who shot her an irritated glare before moving off.

Stumbling forward, she hopped on one foot, fixing her shoe, as a family with several screaming kids swarmed past, and the little green man turned into a flashing red hand.

A cab driver revved his engine and lurched toward her with a blare of his horn as she pulled at her shoe. She flipped him off, trotting to the opposite sidewalk.

The tall, beige block of the restaurant she was headed for rose in front of her. The arched windows were dark above the first floor, where music and light spilled out onto the street.

Pulling her skirt down, she tightened the designer jacket she’d borrowed for the occasion, flipped her hair back, and marched inside as if she owned the place.

“Fontaine,” she said briskly to the guy behind the desk, who wearily checked his list of bookings and nodded as a maître d’ came forward to take her to her table.

Zoe checked her watch. She was earlier than she’d planned. It wasn’t likely that the governor would be there yet, but at least she could get a good vantage point of the restaurant.

The main room was spacious with high ceilings. A beautiful, curved bar hugged the corner to her left, engraved with curved leaves that spiraled outward across the surface, catching the light like long, wispy spiderwebs.

Huge black vases filled with tall purple-stemmed flowers were set at intervals along its length. Several men in waistcoats stood behind the bar, mixing drinks while being ignored by groups of men in suits laughing loudly together.

She followed the maître d’ over a plush purple carpet to a small table at the edge of the room. It was just what she had hoped for. If the governor sat in any of the booths, she’d be able to see who he was meeting with, and if not, she had a great view of all the other tables.

The maître d’ was replaced by a waiter, who stepped up beside her with a bored expression, asking for her drink order.

“Just a water for now, thanks,” she said, and could almost see him rolling his eyes as he turned away.

Dumping her bag beneath the table, she sat down, taking stock of who was there. It was a classy place, and some of the women who passed her table were wearing jewelry that would have cost her a year’s salary.

The waiter brought her a bottle of water and a glass, and she took her time drinking it after ordering a side of fries.

It wasn’t the type of place where people came to work, and she felt naked without her laptop in front of her and a Starbucks cup by her elbow. She hunkered down in her seat, pulling out her phone and scrolling through the news. Zoe had never been good at patience, but for Conway, she’d make an exception.

Unfortunately, the governor didn’t arrive for forty-five minutes, and she was getting death stares from the staff by the time he finally showed up.

His security preceded him, two large men in suits wandering to a table and taking their seats. They looked comically out of place as they sat rigidly still, ordering two coffees.

Conway walked in a few moments later and immediately high-fived the manager. Zoe sank back in her chair and moved the flowers on her table, so they hid her face. The governor of West Virginia was a busy man, and she had no doubt he would be completely disinterested in anyone else around him. But Zoe had written a few articles about him that he probably hadn’t appreciated.

She had been investigating him for several months, examining his previous tenure as mayor of Whistle Falls, where she believed he had been guilty of corruption at the highest level.

He laughed loudly and long as he sat down at the table, ordering what was probably a very expensive bottle of red. Though he was facing her, he had taken out his phone as soon as he sat down and begun tapping away without paying attention to anything else.

She sat still, watching him work—growing bored—noting that the waiters and waitresses behind the bar were whispering together excitedly at his presence.

A man in a beige suit walked past her table to the grand piano behind her. He stretched out his long fingers, flexing his wrists for a second before starting to play classical music effortlessly as the restaurant filled up. Zoe looked down at his feet, intrigued to see he was wearing electric blue Air Jordans that didn’t seem to fit with his formal exterior.

When she turned back to Conway, she held back a curse as she noticed that the man he had come to meet had arrived. It was impossible to see his face from where she sat, just a dark head and a darker suit hunched forward, speaking urgently across the table.

“Can I get you anything else, madam?” The waiter was British, walked like he had a stick up his ass, and stared at her like she was a bug he wanted to squash.

“Could I get a glass of the Primitivo, please?”

“Just that?”

“Yes.”

He took the wine list away, snapping it shut and walking briskly back to the bar. Zoe hoped Tripp wouldn’t tear her a new one for the expenses this time. She’d been pushing it with some of the restaurants she’d been ‘researching’ lately and had no idea how much that glass of wine was going to cost.

You better have something for me today, Conway.

The two men were both leaning into one another now, and Zoe could see Conway’s eyes widening as he listened to what the other man had to say.

It looked like a pretty intense exchange, and she wished she were closer, calculating whether she could make a strategic trip to the bathroom without Conway seeing her.

As her wine was brought to the table, Conway’s first course arrived. There was limited conversation while the two men ate, but the governor was stabbing at his salad with more force than necessary.

He was a big man, larger than life in both reputation and appearance. His jowly neck wobbled as he ate, the receding hairline making his forehead look enormous, and the comb-over wasn’t helping.

Zoe knew from her contact on Conway’s team that they were worried about his health. The doctors kept telling him to slow down and stop eating so much red meat, but no one told Brett Conway what to do.

The lure of power never ceased to amaze her. Conway had begun as a nobody, serving on the town council in Whistle Falls, a tiny little place in West Virginia. But he was blessed with a gregarious and charming personality. No matter what the guy looked like, he was universally loved by almost everyone.

He was also tenacious. She had once heard a story about a woman who threw a burrito at him in the street, screaming about her road being impassable because of the potholes that had opened up during the summer. The next week, Brett was there with his team, getting them fixed and paying for it himself.

He infuriated the bureaucrats, but he got shit done.

It was only when he was elected mayor and had some real power that the mask started to slip. Sometimes, Zoe felt like she was going crazy with her intense dislike of the man. Everyone adored him. Even the people who didn’t always agree with his methods praised him to the heavens. Yet, everywhere Zoe looked, there was evidence of wrongdoing. But nobody, not even the editor of her own paper, believed it.

She was determined to prove he was dirty; she just needed a smoking gun.

Conway was halfway through his steak and thick-cut fries when he got a phone call.

As he pulled out his phone, he shot the guy opposite him a vicious look, leaning back like a man who was under siege.

His face got redder and redder, sweat pouring from his forehead as he repeatedly pulled at the tight collar of his shirt. He looked decidedly unwell.

The conversation continued, and through it all, his companion kept eating, slicing up pieces of his steak and popping them into his mouth like he didn’t have a care in the world.

Zoe stared at his lips, hoping beyond hope that she could somehow read them. What I wouldn’t give to have a wiretap on his phone.

Conway abruptly rose from the table; his cell still pressed to his ear. Waving off his security, he stalked toward the door just in front of where Zoe was sitting.

Diving into her bag, she kept herself bent double as he walked by, and then, with a quick glance at his security detail—to check they weren’t paying too much attention—she slipped out to follow him.

As she moved through the door, the governor’s wide back was visible as he walked down the long entrance hallway of the restaurant. It had a deep red carpet and ornate gold cornices running along the ceiling, making him look like a king walking through his castle.

Zoe scrolled through her phone to the recording app and activated it, hoping that if nothing else, she’d be able to capture some of his conversation if she could get close enough.

He kept walking, his voice growing louder as he began to shout into the phone, heading to the right and through a service exit that didn’t look like it was intended for public use.

Zoe flicked a glance behind her, but there was no one around. Not even any staff or servers hovering in the background. That seemed odd. The door was opaque, without any glass to see where Conway had gone, and there was every chance that if she followed, she’d push through the door and walk straight into him.

Either she walked away and left yet another lead untouched, or she risked Tripp’s ire and went to see if she could hear what the conversation was about.

She made her choice and checked the hallway one final time before heading through the door. But as soon as she did so, she knew instinctively that something was wrong.

A rhythmic thudding sound reached her ears, ending in a louder thud like an egg hitting a hot sidewalk.

The door swung shut behind her with a soft hiss. She found herself in a rear hallway of the restaurant, where there was a doorway to the staff restroom and several metal trollies dotted in formation. They were filled with cardboard boxes of what looked like a dairy order, left to heat up in the stiflingly hot space.

An apron swung from the corner of one of them, the string swishing slowly back and forth as if someone had just brushed past it.

Zoe headed for the doorway to the staircase on her left, fairly certain the sound had come from in there.

Pushing it open a crack, she listened for Conway’s voice, but there was no sound at all until a door slammed off in the distance below her. Thinking she might have missed him, she squeezed through the gap, glancing around nervously. If he came up the stairs and found her at that moment, there would be no reasonable explanation for her presence, and she didn’t want to land the paper in another lawsuit.

Glancing up at the next level, she considered which way he might have gone. The metal staircase was clearly not intended for guests to see, chipped and stained in places, with a faint odor of food lingering in the air.

Moving toward the bottom step, she was about to make her way up to the second floor when she heard a sound from below her. It wasn’t quite a sigh, more like the echo of a breath being released. It made her pause as she went over to the banister, looking down the central atrium to the ground floor.

Her heart stuttered as she saw Conway beneath her. He wasn’t on the phone any longer; the cell on the ground beside his head, white lines splintering across it from where the screen had cracked.

He was lying motionless at the bottom of the stairs, his leg at an awkward angle beneath him, eyes staring ahead—quite dead.

Zoe remained frozen in place for what felt like an eternity as she stared at the body, utterly bewildered as to what had happened. Did he slip, or was he pushed?

The slamming door she had heard had come from below her, and there was an exit just behind Conway’s feet. Had someone escaped through it?

Sucking in a sharp breath, she heard pounding footsteps coming down the stairs above her.

Glancing around for cameras, she felt a rush of relief that there were none as she slipped silently back through the door, making sure it was closed before she retraced her steps to her table.

If she left now, it would seem even more suspicious, and she lowered into her seat, trying to calm her rapid breathing. Adrenaline flooded her veins as she sat, sipping her wine, trying to act natural, waiting for the chaos to begin.

Conway’s security team and the man he had been eating with were gone.

Zoe brushed a finger over her phone screen, wondering if she should call the police. But as she sat there, in what felt like only seconds, there was the wail of a siren outside as an ambulance screeched to a stop outside the window.

That was fast—almost like they were already on their way.

She sipped her wine, watching the owner running out of the restaurant to greet the EMTs as they thundered through toward where Conway fell.

Zoe kept silent, feigning confusion as she watched them fly past.

Pulling out some cash, she placed it silently beneath the flowers on her table, leaned over to grab her bag, and rose, walking slowly out the door.

She could hear shouts and someone calling frantically from behind her, but she didn’t look back, slipping quietly away into the night.
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Present day

“I think I’m gonna die.”

Leo chuckled as he peered around the side of the stall he was in and gave her a sympathetic, if weary, look. Zoe wasn’t even pretending to help him anymore, lying flat on her back in the shade as the sun beat down on the ranch around her.

“Do you need me to put you in the horse trough? It’s full of their sweat and spit, but it’s cool.”

“Gee, let me think about that. No, I’m good.” She pulled herself up to a sitting position, wiping at a bead of sweat running down her cheek. “How’s he doing?”

Leo was tending to one of the new llamas he’d procured for the ranch. He had bought them primarily as guard dogs, as they were very good at protecting livestock from coyotes.

Unfortunately, whatever breeder he’d gotten them from had handled them with kid gloves, because they were terrified of everything and had been about as useless as a screen door on a submarine since their arrival.

Leo, ever the optimist, was persevering, but one of them had a nasty leg wound that wasn’t healing. The llama was extremely pissed off that Leo kept dunking his leg in disinfectant.

“Well, he doesn’t like the antibiotics, that’s for sure, but I think I’ve got most of it clean. I even mixed the drugs with his food, and he still complained.”

Zoe got to her feet, the humidity hitting her full in the face as she entered the stall. She stroked a gentle hand over the llama’s back, still marveling at how big he was.

“Is he bullying you, Rock? That’s not cool.”

“Zoe,” Leo said in exasperation. “We are not callin’ them Rock and Roll.”

“Well, then you come up with better names for them!”

“I got plenty of good names for ‘em, normal names.”

“That’s because you think animals are people and keep wanting to call them Louis and Brad or some other boring moniker.”

“When did I ever say I wanted to call him Brad?”

“Well, whatever. Animals should have weird names like Lotus or… Woolly.”

“Says the woman whose calls her dog ‘Max’. You know that was the second most popular name for dogs ‘cept for Milo last year, right?”

Zoe kept stroking the llama, giving him an exasperated stare. “Did you look that up just to use it against me in this argument?”

“You’re sure as shit I did. Stop callin’ him ‘Rock’, he doesn’t like it.”

Zoe chuckled, patting the llama on the neck as she went outside. Max, who was lounging in the shade on his back and panting from the heat, pricked up his ears, looking out for her. He stretched when she emerged, trotting over to nuzzle at her hand as she greeted him.

“Who’s my best boy?” she cooed, watching Leo stomping back to the wider field where Roll was frowning at him. He was the bigger of the two llama brothers and was always chewing on something. Luckily, he had taken a shine to Max and Bailey and had been playfully chasing both dogs for much of the morning.

Bailey, Gus’s old Labrador, was lying in the shade, slower on his feet than the puppy and looking a bit too fat now that he lived at the ranch.

Zoe glanced at the far field where Gus was mending a fence post that had been knocked over by one of the horses. The kid had been living with Leo for nearly two months now, and he was starting to get settled into a routine. Zoe would take him with her to work whenever she stayed over, and he was even getting the hang of caring for the kamikaze chickens.

“You want some lemonade?” she called to Leo, whose frown disappeared as he shot her a thumbs up, and she summoned the dogs to accompany her as she made her way back to the ranch house.

Sapphire was suffering an unusually hot August that year, and as she walked along the path, she could see a mirage ahead, where heat distorted the ground, creating shimmering waves that rose from the surface.

The dogs kept to the shady parts of the walkway, but the sun had been relentless for days and didn’t show any signs of letting up.

Zoe let herself into the ranch house, breathing in the familiar scents in the air. Leo had been renovating the main room lately to make it more comfortable for Zoe and Gus, and she smiled at the rearranged furniture as she headed swiftly to the kitchen to get the lemonade.

There was a brand-new rug across the floor with a large image of a bear lumbering over it. Leo had found it being chucked out by a family on the other side of town and had been pleased as punch when he cleaned it up and found it included several Cherokee symbols and designs around the border. It completed the room and softened some of the military paraphernalia that he kept on the walls.

The front door slammed shut as Leo came in, baked from the sun and beautiful with it. His skin was darker after the long days out on the ranch, and Zoe ran her eye over his body before catching his mischievous look.

“Not a chance,” she said, and his smile fell a little. “I know that look, and I am not getting caught by Gus again.”

“He didn’t catch us, I was just kissin’ you,” Leo said reproachfully, coming round to stand behind her, putting his arms around her stomach.

“Leo, it is a billion degrees, get off me,” she said good-naturedly, turning around, handing him his glass, and planting a kiss on his mouth as she returned the jug to the fridge.

“I like you in the heat,” he said warmly. “You don’t wear as many clothes.”

“You’re an idiot,” she said, hiding a fond smile as she pulled at the top that was sticking to her skin.

“Where’s Gus?” Zoe asked.

“Still out in the field. Think he’s lyin’ down, and I can’t blame him. I gotta talk to him about all this soon, I think.”

“All this?”

“Well, what his plans are and such.” Leo scratched his chest, his brow furrowing. “Things are a little tight right now.”

Zoe nodded. She had noticed that Leo was cutting back on quite a bit lately. He always prioritized the animals, but when it came to home comforts, he’d been living on a budget.

“How are things at the clinic?” she asked, hoping he would tell her the truth this time.

“Oh, they’re good. It’s just the summer and the construction work causin’ me grief. You know how it is. Gotta tighten my belt until things pick up again.”

Zoe sipped her lemonade, staying quiet. Leo had a tell when he lied; the corner of his mouth would turn down, and it had been turning down a lot lately. Things with the clinic had been quiet for a while, and if she ever dropped by to see him, the waiting room was always empty. It hurt her to see how hard he worked for business to be so slow.

“Is the work on the lot finishing soon?”

Leo sighed. “Not sure. I finally spoke to the site manager a couple of weeks ago. The foundations are almost done, but then they gotta build the rest of it. I can’t imagine it’s gonna settle down for a few months, and my office is covered in dust from dawn until dusk.”

“You’re sure you don’t want me to write a scathing article about how loud the drill has been? Because I will.”

The lot behind Leo’s clinic had been overrun with trucks, workmen, and loud drills for weeks now. It had driven away many of his clients and caused him both literal and figurative headaches.

He smiled at her affectionately. “I know you would, but I think that might be an abuse of power. And I’m not sure Tripp would thank you for bashing Linmans. I don’t wanna get you fired.”

Zoe snorted. “Don’t let him fool you, I write what I want.”

But they both knew that wasn’t true. Since Tripp Monroe had become the editor of The Chronicle, the paper might have been getting a wider readership, but any negativity about her old enemy was shouted down.

The Linman Group weren’t the bad guys as far as Tripp was concerned, Dunridge Developments was, and Zoe didn’t like the angle that the paper had taken against Mortimer Dunridge, the CEO. It seemed like they published an article bashing his new development every other day.

She turned as the front door opened and Gus walked in, pulling his shirt down over his torso, which looked as if it had some nasty sunburn across it.

“You wearing sunscreen?” Zoe asked, and Gus rolled his eyes.

“I didn’t think about it,” he said distractedly, frowning down at his phone. “Uh, Leo, have you seen this?” he asked, handing his cell over to Leo.

Zoe watched as Leo’s jaw clenched at whatever he was reading.

“What is it?” Zoe knew something was wrong.

“God,” he said, running a hand through his hair. “This is all I need.”

He thrust the phone at Zoe, grabbed his bag, and headed to the bedroom without a word. Zoe glanced at Gus, who was biting his lip.

The phone was open on a Google review from a woman who had visited Leo’s clinic. The star rating was one out of five, and her words were scathing and acerbic; nothing seemed to have gone right. She listed everything in graphic detail. It was well-written, with good grammar and punctuation, and appeared legitimate. Zoe swallowed, handing the phone back to Gus, following Leo into the bedroom.

“You okay?”

He was lying on the bed with a brooding expression. “I knew she was gonna be trouble. Came in last week with her cat. It was vomiting and hadn’t been well for a few days. I passed her over to Fran because the woman drove me nuts in two minutes. She wasn’t happy about anythin’. Nancy hasn’t been around much lately, and we’ve got a lot of problems with schedulin’. Nance always kept the diary tight as hell… now we got people overlapping, triple bookings, people turnin’ up on the wrong day. It’s been really hard to keep track of it all.”

Zoe leaned against the doorway, hating the dejected look on his face. “How’s Nancy’s husband doing?”

“Better, so she says. He’s finished the treatment, but she still needs to take him to the hospital every week. She’s worried about the bills and losin’ her job.”

Leo fell silent, closing his eyes in despair.

This happened a lot lately, too. He’d abruptly stop talking about the clinic and his money worries and close up like a clam.

They were both struggling financially, and it was a stress neither of them needed.

“Look, it’s only one review, Leo, and she’s not a Sapphire resident. The people who matter know you have the best service in this town. It won’t make a bit of difference. Everyone gets one-star ratings every once in a while.”

He nodded, rubbing a hand over his face. “You managin’ to save much, what with Judy’s bills and everythin’? I know it ain’t just me on the ropes with this stuff.”

She shook her head. “Nope. My apartment is cheap enough, but it’s still just me paying the rent. Max is eating me out of house and home, too.”

Leo glanced at her, his expression thoughtful. Zoe knew he was considering them moving in together; they’d joked about it enough. But it was too soon. They’d only been dating for three months, and while things had been great, moving in was a whole other level of commitment, and the idea filled her with dread.

“Maybe we’ll win the lottery,” Leo joked, and Zoe snorted.

“Yeah, and then you’ll drop me for some twenty-year-old and move to Hawaii.”

“Damn straight,” he said, his mood brightening as he leaped off the bed grabbing for her before she could leave the room. She turned to him in mock disgust.

“You’re an asshole.”

He grinned, gathering her into his arms and pulling her against his body. “Well, let me make it up to you, then,” he said, kicking the door shut and laughing as he pushed her down on the bed.
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Zoe arrived at the office early on Monday morning. She had begun to settle into her role as assistant editor and had a pretty good routine going. A busy day lay ahead of her, and there were several articles to critique before the weekly planning meeting. Her brain was teeming with a million different things she needed to focus on.

With her head down, her hand rummaging in her bag for her phone, and Max jumping up to lick her chin, she only looked up at her surroundings once she was almost at her desk. When she did so, she stopped, staring around her in amazement.

Over the weekend, the office had undergone a transformation.

Tripp had mentioned that he’d booked a guy to come and remove all the archaic wooden paneling from around the desks, but Zoe had forgotten about it until now.

The room looked brand new, with the desks clean and tidy; stationery and paperwork neatly stacked in trays at the sides. Without the partitions in place, it had a more open plan feel, and it looked as if Tripp had hired cleaners to finally wash the ancient carpet. The whole place was gleaming.

Zoe felt a familiar sense of guilt as she looked around. The previous editor, Rick Fisher, was an old friend and a good man, but his attitude toward the paper had been apathetic at best. As soon as Tripp had set foot in the place, he had focused on revolutionizing everything from the ground up. At first, the staff found it jarring, and there would be whispered conversations around the coffee machine about ‘the good old days’ when it was quiet. But those instances had dwindled into nothing in recent weeks. No one except Zoe had mentioned Rick in months.

Tripp was finally making The Chronicle relevant again, and it irked her that it was as simple as taking down some old pieces of glass and wood.

“Looks different, huh?”

Zoe turned to Bean, the IT guy, who was standing behind her with a to-go cup in hand.

“I mean… yeah.”

“You thinkin’ about Rick?” he asked, his tone gentle.

“I guess.”

“You heard from him lately?”

“I got a text in July. He’s good, I think.”

They stared around the office, both taking in the changes in silence. There was a bumblebee bumping lazily against the glass on the opposite side of the room, and Zoe pulled at the neck of her shirt, feeling sweat slide down her spine. It was already unbearably hot in the cramped space.

Bean came level with her as he pulled his messenger bag from his shoulder and placed it on his chair.

“I liked the paneling,” he said peevishly. “It’s gonna be harder to hide from people now.”

Zoe smirked. “Did you know that the company that invented open-plan offices scrapped it because it didn’t work?”

“Yeah, that makes sense. We’re still thirty years behind most places. We only just got Office 365. At least we don’t work in a tech startup.”

“Amen to that.”

Zoe headed to her desk as Bean sat down and fired up the multitude of laptops in front of him. Tripp might have revolutionized the paper, but Bean was the one who’d brought it into the 21st century. They even had Teams now.

Zoe logged in and checked through her to-do list, noting the stories that needed to be approved for that week’s issue and adjusting her schedule to accommodate a few one-on-ones with her team.

When her cell rang, she assumed it would be Leo or Tripp calling and didn’t check the caller ID as she answered.

“Zoe Fontaine.”

“Oh, good morning, Miss Fontaine. This is Jessie Newman from the Orchid Heart Rehabilitation Center.”

Zoe’s stomach dropped to the floor. “Hi Jessie, is everything okay?”

The silence that followed seemed to last several years until Jessie replied, sounding distracted.

“Margo, could you get that?” she said, her voice muffled, and Zoe heard another phone ringing in the background, then Jessie returned. “Sorry about that, Miss Fontaine. Yes, everything is absolutely fine with your sister. I just wanted to call to see that things were in order with you.”

Zoe hesitated. “In order?”

“Mm, we noted that the bill for her treatment hasn’t been paid this month, and I just wanted to get in touch and see if you were aware.”

Zoe frowned, propping the phone between her ear and her shoulder as she logged into her online banking. Scrolling through the myriad transactions in recent days, she let out a breath of relief at the sight of the scheduled payment she needed. Everything was automated.

“Uh… yeah. The payment should have reached you.”

Zoe had been paying for her sister Judy’s rehab care for months, but the difference now was that her grandmother picked up two-thirds of the cost, with scheduled transfers to Zoe’s account once a month.

“You’re sure it hasn’t gone through?” Zoe asked.

“Quite sure, Miss Fontaine. It’s no problem, we have a five-day limit. But if you could arrange it as soon as possible, that’d be great.”

Zoe swallowed, nodding silently as she stared at the pitiful amount left in her accounts.

Even I didn’t realize I was this broke.

“Thanks, Jessie, I’ll deal with that first thing tomorrow.”

“Thank you, Miss Fontaine.”

“Is Judy okay?”

“She’s all good, we’re pleased to have her.” As long as you pay your way.

Zoe frowned as she hung up the phone, about to dial Lyla, when Tripp sauntered past her desk and nodded his head in the direction of his office. She knew that signal; it meant “drop what you’re doing and come talk to me”.

She rolled her eyes; already up against it, and it wasn’t even 9 a.m. They had weekly planning in five minutes, and then she had three more catchups before midday.

But as she scanned through her calendar her heart lifted when she saw she was due to go to Mrs. Bornstein’s for dinner that night. If she couldn’t speak to her grandmother on the phone now, she would ask her about the bills tonight and get it all straightened out. It had to be just a misunderstanding.

[image: ]

Zoe had begun her acquaintance with her old landlady when she had first moved to Sapphire. Mrs. Bornstein, or Mrs. B as she was now affectionately known to her and Leo, was a bit of a dragon who had ruled her cat-infested house with an iron fist.

Since then, however, Zoe had moved out, and her grandmother had moved in, and the partnership was a match made in heaven.

The two women hit it off right away, and Mrs. B had become far more placid and amiable as a result. Leo saw her regularly on Sunday mornings at church, and he said it was like speaking to a completely different woman.

Zoe parked outside Mrs. B’s place, looking up at the huge mountains behind the house and breathing in the scents of pine on the wind. She hadn’t been out on a hike with Max in a while, and it was long overdue.

Walking up to the front door, Zoe leaped sideways in alarm as a raccoon skittered out from beneath a bush to her right. Then she looked at it more carefully and realized it was Satan, Mrs. Bornstein’s very large, very fluffy black cat. His actual name was Mr. Nibbles, but Zoe’s nickname for him had stuck.

He hopped up onto the windowsill, glaring at Max, who was sitting obediently beside Zoe’s feet. She held out a hand for the cat to sniff, and Satan nuzzled at it gently, padding along to the end of the sill and staring at the door expectantly as if he owned the house.

“You know, you have a working cat flap at the side door, mister,” she said affectionately as she knocked, holding onto Max’s leash for dear life. Mrs. B had sixteen cats, two of which were newly acquired, and Max loved them.

The feeling was not mutual.

The door opened, and Zoe smiled as Mrs. B’s rather waspish face appeared. She didn’t return the smile as she generally would, and Zoe frowned as the other woman slipped out of the house, glancing furtively behind her as she did so.

“Everything okay?” Zoe asked.

“You have to promise me something, Zoe.” Mrs. B’s voice was urgent; her shoulders set in a rigid line.

Zoe stared at her in surprise. “Okay, what’s the matter?”

“You can’t be angry with her. She’s absolutely beside herself already.”

Zoe tensed. “Is it Gamma? What’s happened?” She moved to step inside, but Mrs. B held up a hand.

“Zoe. I just want you to stay calm when you see her.”

“You’re scaring me, Edith. What the hell’s going on?”

Mrs. B sighed, turning back to head in again, scooping up Satan on the way past. “Just try to be gentle with her. She’s not stopped crying all afternoon.”

Zoe’s heart was beating so hard that she could hear the blood rushing angrily between her ears. Max strained at the leash as he went into the house, sniffing frantically and trying to make friends with all of the cats at once as they scattered out of his path.

Zoe dragged him along behind her and into the living room, her heart in her throat as she saw her grandmother, looking small and fragile on the couch, staring up at her as if she were expecting an executioner.

“Gamma?”

At that single word, Lyla convulsed forward, making an awful wrenching wail at the back of her throat and started sobbing.

Zoe looked back at Mrs. B, who scurried forward, sitting beside Lyla and placing an arm over her shoulders.

“It’s alright, Lyla, Zoe will understand. It’s going to be okay.”

“No,” Lyla drew in a shuddering breath. “No, it’s not going to be okay. This is my fault. It’s all my fault!”

Zoe was still wrestling against Max, who was straining to get back into the hallway again. All of the cats, save Satan, were outside the room, and she hastily closed the door behind her.

“Max, down. Stay!” The puppy froze in place, looking up at her miserably as she curtailed his fun, and sat down with his tail between his legs. “Lie down.”

Slowly, he shuffled onto his belly and lay staring at the door as Zoe rushed over to her grandmother, crouching in front of her.

“Gamma? Gamma, what’s wrong?”

Lyla was shaking her head from side to side, the red rims around her eyes stark against her pale skin. She was wearing a bright pink cardigan with a matching headband in her white hair, a combination which should have been cheerful, but only made her look more tragic. Zoe took her hands, squeezing them gently.

“Tell me what happened, we’ll sort it all out.”

Mrs. B rose, and Zoe moved to take her place as Satan brushed up against her legs.

“I’ll go and make some herbal tea, alright?” Mrs. B said. “Just tell Zoe what you told me, Lyla, and we’ll figure everythin’ out.”

It took a while before her grandmother could regain control enough to speak. Now and then, her shoulders would tremble uncontrollably, and she’d start shaking her head again.

Zoe sat patiently keeping an eye on Max, as Satan decided he would make a perfectly warm place to sit, and flopped down beside him.

“I’m so angry with myself,” Lyla finally said. “I have been such a fool. I just didn’t realize they could do this.”

“Who? What’s going on? If someone’s upset you, I’ll go and give them something else to be upset about.”

With shaking hands, Lyla drew out her phone. Her grandmother had never known how to use it but kept it for emergencies. The only people who ever called her were Zoe and her sister Judy, and those calls were few and far between.

Zoe’s panic lessened as she looked at it.

If this is to do with technology, I’ll be able to fix it. Maybe she’s deleted all her contacts or something.

Lyla handed the phone to Zoe.

“He said he was from the bank. He told me there had been fraudulent activity on my account, and it was very important that I move my money, or the thieves would get a hold of it.”

Zoe closed her eyes, her fingers tightening on the phone.

“He told me several things about my account that seemed legitimate. He was aware of recent transactions and some of my automatic payments, and it all sounded terribly urgent. He said we only had minutes to act, or all my savings would be stolen.”

Zoe rubbed her hand against her forehead. Keep calm, Zoe. Getting angry won’t help.

“Okay,” she said slowly. “So what happened?”

“He gave me an account to transfer it into, for safekeeping. He told me that it was a temporary measure while they dealt with the threat, and then they would send it all back again.”

“And you did it?”

The tears started falling again. “Yes. I just didn’t think.”

“And, what did he say you had to transfer?”

“Oh, Zoe,” Lyla sobbed. “It was my savings. Everything I have. It’s all gone!”

Zoe put her arm around her grandmother’s shoulders and held her tightly against her chest, rocking her slowly as Lyla began to cry again.

“It’s going to be alright,” she whispered. “We’re going to get this sorted out, Gamma.”

But the words sounded hollow to her own ears. A knot of tension formed between her shoulders. Now she had an explanation as to why the payment for the rehab clinic hadn’t been sent. Gamma’s account was emptied out.

What the hell is going to happen to Judy now?
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Zoe stayed with Lyla as late as she could, heading home in the early hours of the morning when her grandmother eventually fell into a fitful sleep.

Mrs. B, who understood technology almost as well as Lyla, was convinced that someone would be able to recover all the money for her. Zoe kept quiet, researching similar cases on her phone and trawling through the bank’s terms of service, but the deeper she went, the more her hope dwindled.

She left feeling dejected and boiling mad, and after barely getting any sleep, she had arrived in the office that morning, determined to do anything she could to support her grandmother.

With Gus’s help, they had begun to research the type of people who carried out similar scams in the hope of tracking them down. But there were a terrifying number of them; almost $7.7 billion had been lost to scams in the US alone in a single year, $114 billion globally.

It was horrifying how many people had been taken in, and even more horrifying how few got their money back. By the end of the morning, Zoe was even more despondent about the whole thing, and her focus was already shifting to helping her grandmother through it, rather than expecting to get her savings back.

“What are you two working on? Gus, I need your help with something.”

Zoe looked up as Tripp arrived at her desk, his face tight and irritated as he glared at Gus.

“Sorry, Gus was just helping me with something,” Zoe said softly.

“Yeah, and it’s taken almost an hour already. Get into my office, please. I need you to look at something on the website. It’s not linked properly, and it’s causing delays with sign-ups.”

Gus sprang to his feet, following Tripp into his office without a word. Zoe frowned, watching the door close firmly behind them.

No one else had an office—just Tripp. The first weekend he had arrived, he’d repurposed the archive room for it, clearing over thirty years’ worth of back issues and paperwork in the process. It still irritated her that he felt the need to separate himself from the rest of his staff.

Zoe swiveled in her chair to look at Bean, who was slumped at his desk, coffee in hand, staring gloomily at his computer monitor.

She rose, patting Max where he was sleeping beneath her desk, and went over to him, telling the puppy to stay.

“Happy birthday,” she whispered. Bean looked up at her in surprise. His eyes were sunken and red-rimmed, and he had looked hungover all morning.

“How did you know?” he mumbled. “It’s a tightly guarded secret.”

Zoe laughed. “I was checking Tom’s contract extension last week and noticed the list of birthdays underneath.”

Bean brightened considerably when she pulled a present out of her bag. “It’s not practical in this weather, but I’m gifting it anyway,” she said with a rueful smile.

He ripped open the paper without ceremony, grinning as he pulled out a forest green beanie. It had a coffee cup embroidered on the front, and he laughed as he ran his thumb over it.

“Oh my God, Zo, I love it. Thanks.”

“Save it for the winter, or you’ll die from heat exhaustion. How many cups of coffee is that today?”

“God, I don’t know. Seven? Probably too many. I feel like I’m running on fumes.”

“Wanna go get a pastry, my treat?” she asked, and his eyes lit up.

“Christ. Yes.”

She chuckled and went to get Max. They headed out together into the blazing sunshine, and Zoe handed Bean the leash—he loved walking Max whenever he got the chance.

Bean pulled on his sunglasses and sighed as he looked up at the cloudless sky, scratching the puppy between his ears.

“Is this heat ever gonna let up? I swear it’s never been this hot in the valley before.”

“Anything above seventy degrees is enough for me.”

“Yeah, well, it’s ninety-six today, so I think we should all be let off work early.”

“I’ll tell Tripp.”

They started on their way down the hill toward the Sapphire Café, Max trotting happily beside Bean and snapping at the butterflies that spiraled in front of them.

Even here, a long way from Leo’s clinic, she could hear the rhythmic thudding of the work being done there. She could only hope that it would finish soon, and Leo would be granted some respite.

“I wanted to talk to you about something,” Bean said, pulled forward violently by Max as the dog tried to chase a wasp.

“Oh yeah? Are you thinking about working on your caffeine addiction? Because I’ll be your sponsor.”

“Screw you, Zo, you drink as much coffee as me.”

Zoe snorted, as they reached the flatter part of the road on the way up to the café.

“Have you noticed how Tripp is, like, always working with Gus on something?” Bean asked. His voice was hesitant, as if trying to gauge how Zoe might react.

“Well, I noticed he was working with him on the website pretty solidly to start with, and he sometimes gives him jobs to do.”

“It’s not sometimes, Zo. It’s always. Gus never talks about it either, and it’s weird. I don’t know why Tripp would need his help so much. When he started, Tripp would ask me for stuff quite a bit, but not several times a day. I know I sound like I’m being petty, but Gus isn’t even eighteen yet, and Tripp’s givin’ him all this work to do. I’ve been at The Chronicle for five years!”

“Is it IT stuff?” she asked.

“I don’t even know. I asked him what he was doin’ for him the other day, and Gus kind of shrugged and said it was some filing stuff. I do the filing stuff. If Gus is taking my job, I would rather know about it. I put so many hours into that place, and Tripp doesn’t notice. I don’t think he likes me.”

Zoe pulled the café door open for him as they arrived, hoping he wouldn’t probe too much into that assumption.

Tripp didn’t like Bean; she could tell early on. Their boss was an outgoing person who enjoyed the company of positive, effervescent people. They gave him energy and enthusiasm for the job—Bean was morose, broadly silent throughout the day, and never socialized with the team. It didn’t stop him from being great at his job, but Zoe knew that wouldn’t matter to Tripp. He wanted ‘team players’; he always had.

“Do you think it’s because Gus is cheaper than you?” she asked, trying to lighten the tone.

“As if! I get paid shit for doin’ that job.”

“I hear you.”

“Look, I’m not expectin’ you to do anything. I know Gus lives with Leo, and he’s a really good guy; I just get annoyed about it. I don’t see why Tripp can’t include us both in this stuff.”

Zoe nudged her shoulder against him with a smile. “I’ll keep an eye on it, okay? I’m assistant editor, you ain’t goin’ nowhere without my say-so,” she said, mimicking Bean’s speech, and he rolled his eyes with a little smile.

“Hey Zo!”

Zoe turned to see Seth Bowen jogging up to the counter to take their order.

“Wow, I like the new look!”

Seth blushed a little, rubbing a hand over his head. The top knot was gone, and he hadn’t just had a haircut; he’d buzzed it all off. He looked great—sharp cheekbones accentuated by the new hair, and his upper body was lean and toned again. Zoe wondered if he had a new girlfriend because he seemed to be glowing with the happiness that young love could bring.

“Thanks. It was a bit of a whim. Someone said I should do it, so I did.”

“It suits you, man,” Bean said sincerely. “Long hair on dudes is stupid.”

Seth chuckled. “Uh, thanks, I guess.”

Bean leaned into Zoe. “Leo Rowden is the exception, of course.”

“Too right he is,” she said happily.

“What can I get you both?” Seth asked, rubbing his hands on a towel and grinning at them cheerfully.

“I want four almond croissants, please,” Bean said, shoving a thumb in Zoe’s direction. “She’s paying.”

“You are not having four to yourself,” Zoe said, sounding like her mother.

“One of them is for you,” he grumbled. “I’ll get one for Gus and two for me.”

“You know what, Seth. Can we just get a box? I’ll give the office a treat this morning.”

“Sure thing. You want a latte, too?”

“Two, please. Decaf. This guy’s buzzing off the walls as it is.”

As Seth set about getting their order together, Bean handed over Max’s leash to Zoe and put his hands in his pockets.

“If it’s alright with you, I’m gonna keep an eye on Gus. He’s kind of young to be working all these hours, and I don’t want to lose my job if Tripp’s not payin’ him what he ought to.”

“I appreciate that,” Zoe said. “But I’m sure it’s all legit. I’ve worked with Tripp for a long time; he might have just taken Gus under his wing. I’ll ask him about it and see what he says.”

“Nothin’ is what he’ll say. Gus talks less than I do!”

Zoe smiled as they moved along the line, musing on Bean’s words. Now that she thought about it, there had been a lot of times over the last two months that she’d seen Tripp talking to Gus or calling him into his office for private meetings.

She hadn’t thought much of it at the time, as until last week, Gus had been working on relaunching their website. The new site had gone live the previous Monday, and it had been a huge hit with everyone in town. Bean was working on an app, too, and it really made a difference in engagement.

Maybe Bean was paranoid, or maybe there was something in it, but either way, Zoe decided that both of them keeping an eye on Gus couldn’t be a bad thing.
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That night, Zoe returned to Mrs. Bornstein’s to check on Lyla. Leo had come with her, doing what he did best when there was a crisis—cooking enough food for an army.

He and Mrs. B spent a happy hour in the kitchen making a delicious stew together, discussing God and their beliefs, arguing over which herbs worked best in the crockpot.

Lyla had cheered up a bit in Leo’s company, asking him about the ranch and laughing at his stories about the introduction of the new llamas. She was still shaken and racked with guilt, but less tearful than she had been, and the company was helping.

After dinner, Zoe suggested that they all watch a movie together, and after the two older women had settled in to watch it, she sat opposite Leo at the dining table and pulled out her laptop as he began working through his accounts.

Leo’s brow furrowed when he saw the Linmans file beside her, and he sighed, putting down his pen as he glared at it.

“Have I mentioned I don’t like you looking into that stuff again?” he asked.

“Yes, only every day for the past month. It just hasn’t sunk in yet, please tell me again.”

He smirked. “They hurt you once before, Zo. What happens if they find out you’re lookin’ into them again and they come after you?”

Zoe glanced nervously at the couch, but Lyla and Mrs. B seemed engrossed in Finding Nemo. She lowered her voice, all the same, fidgeting in her chair.

“When I came back to this town, I was running away, Leo. And for good reason. But ever since Rick left, it’s reminded me why I got into all this.”

“And why is that?”

“To make sure the big corporations don’t win against the little guys. You saw for yourself what they did to Arnold Price. They don’t just come after people; they destroy them. No one should live in fear because they try to do the right thing.”

Leo sighed, his eyes softening. “Have you found out anything new? What were you working on the last couple of nights? You were late to bed, and I don’t like going to sleep without you.”

Zoe’s nose crinkled at the affection in his tone. “I’m looking into Brett Conway again,” she said, pushing the file over to him. “Well, kind of. Someone left all these deeds in my car a few months back, and I’m starting to think it’s all connected. I still don’t know who left them for me, or why, but they’re for properties all over Whistle Falls and Sapphire Valley. Conway pushed through a bunch of zoning changes before he ran for the state legislature. If I can find out if it’s all linked, it might help me understand what they’re up to.”

Leo’s eyes skimmed over the file as he worried at his lip. “And why is Brett Conway important again?”

“I know his death wasn’t an accident, no matter what the coroner says.”

“You know?” Leo asked skeptically, raising an eyebrow.

Zoe rolled her eyes. “You sound like Tripp. Alright, I’m pretty sure it wasn’t an accident.”

“Have you found out any more about that word in Rick’s notes? Deveraux, was it?”

“Devorik, and no, not yet. But I’m gonna keep looking into it.”

Leo sighed, handing the file back. “I don’t like it, but I know better than to argue with you when you’ve got your claws into something.”

Zoe huffed. “You make me sound crazy.”

“Just keep your head down with this stuff,” Leo continued. “If what you’ve said about Tripp is true, he isn’t gonna support a campaign against Linmans, and you don’t want all this effort to go to waste.”

Zoe shrugged. “He was supportive before. Maybe he’s just protecting me, like you.”

Leo fell silent, returning to his calculator and the long columns of numbers on the pad in front of him. Zoe placed the file under her laptop and got back to work. Leo had a point about one thing—her claws were out, and she wasn’t planning on letting this go.

Zoe looked up as Mrs. Bornstein paused the film, the image of Marlin the clownfish about to chase after a speedboat frozen on the screen.

“Who’d like some hot chocolate, hm?” she asked, looking hopefully at Lyla.

Zoe’s grandmother nodded, but she was still staring dead-eyed at the TV, as Mrs. B went off to make it.

“You doing okay?” Zoe asked, rising from her chair and going to sit beside her.

“Why aren’t you angrier with me?” Lyla asked woodenly, plucking a loose thread on her sleeve. “I’d be furious in your place. I’ve let everybody down. If your mother finds out, she’ll put me back in a home, soon as she can blink.”

“First of all,” Zoe said firmly, “when someone makes a mistake, it isn’t worth going over and over the facts a thousand times. I want you to be alright, and I’m just devastated that you lost all the money you’ve been saving for decades. But what’s done is done.” Zoe reached out a hand and took her grandmother’s in hers. “Second of all, Mom is not going to find out. And if she does, it’s none of her business.”

Lyla smiled gratefully at her. “This girl is too good to me, Leo.”

Leo shook his head. “You don’t have anything to be sorry for—they took advantage of you, and that’s on them. They’re gonna wake up tomorrow and continue to be terrible people. You’re one of the good guys, and that’s a great thing to know.”

Lyla watched Mrs. B bustling around in the kitchen. She swallowed as she looked back at Zoe.

“What are we going to do about Judy?” Lyla whispered. “I can’t pay the bills for the rehab now. Can you cover them on your own?”

Zoe glanced at Leo, letting go of Lyla’s hand, her gut churning unpleasantly. “No. I haven’t been able to afford it for a long time.”

“So what happens now?” Lyla asked.

Zoe bit her lip, staring at Marlin’s distraught face.

“I guess she’ll have to come home,” Zoe murmured. Guilt gnawed at her as disappointment bloomed in her chest. She didn’t want Judy to come home; she wasn’t ready to deal with all the drama that came with it yet.

Zoe glanced at her grandmother and saw the same uncertainty and concern in her eyes. They didn’t have much of a choice.
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The scream of the steamer cut through her skull as Zoe waited in line at The Sapphire Café. She had woken up early, Max’s big head flopped on her chest, missing Leo’s arms around her.

She’d gotten out of bed and walked into the living room to find tiny pieces of black fabric littering the floor. Max was usually pretty good when it came to destroying her stuff, but the previous night he had discovered a half-eaten protein bar at the bottom of her backpack and decided to investigate.

It wasn’t the first incident either, and it seemed that when they were at her apartment, he had begun to act out more and more.

The ranch gave him acres of exercise, chickens to chase, and fields to roll in. Her little apartment with zero outside space was cramped in comparison, and Max seemed to be struggling to adjust.

“Want a pup cup this mornin’?” Seth asked, giving Max a beaming smile.

“No,” Zoe replied sullenly, “he’s being a menace.”

“Aww. That can’t be true, huh, boy? You’re the bestest doggy in the world,” he said with a ridiculous voice that made Zoe laugh.

She watched as Seth made three drinks at once of various sizes and complexities, scooting them across the counter effortlessly.

“What made you chop off your man bun?” Zoe asked.

Seth shook his head. “Always the reporter. You don’t think I just wanted a change?”

“Pretty dramatic change. Is it for a new girlfriend?”

Seth paused, hand hovering over the cup for just a second, and then he shook his head.

“It was receding, okay, Fontaine? I’m goin’ bald and wanted to stem the tide.”

His smile was a little off, but Zoe laughed, dropping the topic. In a tiny town like Sapphire, it was bound to come out sooner or later if the town’s most eligible barista was spoken for. She could understand why he might want to keep his love life private.

She grabbed her coffee, glowering at him when she noticed he’d done a pup cup for Max anyway. Seth was pretty much in love with her dog at this point.

Juggling the leash and the two cups in her hand, she headed out of the café, putting on her sunglasses, wishing she’d ordered an iced latte. The sun was beating down about her and sending heat off the sidewalk on every side. There were no clouds to dispel the heat, and the whole street was baking.

The streetlights had an array of flowers beside them, the petals doing their best to withstand the temperature, but many of them were turning brown and wrinkled under the relentless onslaught.

Zoe stared down the long road, the glass store fronts reflecting the sun’s rays, pedestrians and passersby wandering aimlessly in the heat. A group of kids ran across the road, clothes in disarray, the girls screaming as the boys tried to spray them with a water gun.

She turned, about to head to work, but immediately collided with someone coming around the corner.

Zoe apologized, looking up into the huge body and protruding chin of Sheriff Kissinger. She stepped back as Kissinger ran his eyes over her irritably, then down to Max, who gave a low growl at the back of his throat.

“Sorry, Sheriff,” Zoe said. “Didn’t see you there.”

“Less of the ‘Sheriff’, Fontaine. I’m retired now,” he muttered, and the bitterness in his voice was hard to miss. Zoe hesitated; it felt odd to think of him as anything other than a sheriff. Even when she was younger and he had been a beat cop, he exuded the authority of a man in charge.

“Uh, what should I call you then? Just Kissinger?” Zoe asked.

He grunted. “Peter’s fine.”

“Oh, Pete, you’re bein’ awful rude to the young lady.”

Zoe glanced at the woman hanging onto Kissinger’s arm. She hadn’t seen her much since she’d been back in town, but recognized her as Agatha, Kissinger’s wife.

“Hi there, Zoe!” she said with a smile, sticking out her hand. “You probably don’t remember me, but you poured an entire flask of orange soda over me at the market when you were six.”

“Oh wow, my bad. Sorry about that.”

Zoe shook her hand, noting the rings all over her fingers. Agatha Kissinger looked like a walking advertisement for Swarovski, with sparkling diamonds glittering everywhere. The jacket she wore was beautifully cut, and Zoe would have bet it was designer.

Agatha glanced between the two of them, putting one manicured hand on her hip.

“What exactly is the beef between you two anyhow? Pete, you are as taut as a bow string over here, stop glarin’ at the poor lady.”

Kissinger narrowed his eyes at his wife. “Aggie, you read the article the same as me.”

Agatha shook her head. “Is this about the protest again? Ain’t everybody tired of hearin’ about that?”

Zoe certainly was. Two months before, the CEO of Dunridge Developments had turned up at the town square and interrupted a protest against the new housing development he was building. Not only had he made a speech and silenced the protesters, but he’d told Deputy Walker, the acting sheriff, to give him a clear path through the crowds.

That was just what she had done. It didn’t look good, and it hadn’t taken Tripp long to capitalize on it. The Chronicle had written a front-page spread about the cops being in cahoots with the big corporations ‘ruining this town’, and things had been decidedly frosty between Zoe and the entire sheriff’s department ever since.

“I didn’t write that piece, Sher… Peter,” Zoe stated.

Kissinger scoffed. “I don’t give two hoots whose idea it was, it’s caused no end of chaos for Walker and the boys.”

“Well, what would you prefer we do, report lies?”

Kissinger took a menacing step forward, but Zoe stood her ground. “You listen to me, Fontaine,” Kissinger hissed. “That new editor better watch his back if he comes after the cops in this town.”

“And who’s gonna teach him a lesson, you? We were reporting what happened. Dunridge was protected by the cops that day; there were no two ways about it. He told Walker to disperse the crowd, and that’s just what she did.”

“She was doin’ her job!” he snarled.

“And so were we.”

The sun was harsh against her face, and Zoe could see the sweat beading on Kissinger’s forehead, his mouth quivering as he glared at her.

“Pete, would you stop harrasin’ the poor girl? She’s on her way somewhere,” Agatha said, rolling her eyes dramatically at Zoe as Kissinger stepped back, mollified by his wife.

Zoe glanced around, noting there were a few townsfolk gawking at them from the other side of the street. The last thing she wanted was to make a spectacle of herself, and she pushed down her mounting irritation.

What would Leo do in this situation? He’d try to get on his good side.

“Look,” she attempted, with forced patience. “I don’t want to argue with you, Kissinger. I’m sorry if the article caused issues for the deputies. I know how hard Walker works for this town. How’s the search for the new sheriff going, anyway?”

Kissinger’s tight shoulders loosened at the change in topic. He cleared his throat. “There’s gonna be a special election before the end of September. It’s gonna be last minute, but we can’t wait until November with Walker as actin’ sheriff. She’s already nearly up with her ninety days.”

Zoe frowned. “I would have thought she’d be a shoe-in for the job.”

“Hm, I don’t know. Simmons has thrown his hat in the ring, too.”

Zoe pursed her lips. She didn’t like Deputy Simmons. He was an odd guy and gave off the vibe of someone who did what he was told with few opinions of his own. Her dislike of him had been compounded when he’d manhandled her grandmother out of the way like she was a sack of potatoes during the protest.

“Is he well enough to run?” she asked glibly. “Isn’t he allergic to like, everything?”

Kissinger narrowed his eyes at her, a reluctant smile spreading over his face. “Yeah, well, he certainly ain’t ever been healthy since I’ve known him. But he’s tenacious and he’s got plans for this town.”

Something about his tone gave Zoe pause. Whatever Simmons’ plans were, it was clear Kissinger didn’t agree with them.

“You think he has a shot?” she asked.

“Yeah. Yeah, I do. I been tellin’ Walker to take it all seriously, but she’s so busy. It’s a double-edged sword bein’ acting sheriff. She’s got to bid for the job and do it all at the same time, and she’s split between the local towns and Abbotsville most weeks. What with her boy not bein’ well, it’s a strain on her. Simmons’ got time to knuckle down and dominate.”

Zoe glanced up the hill to the squat shape of the sheriff’s department in the distance, hoping that Walker would be able to pull it off. They were already well into August; she only had a few weeks to get her campaign off the ground.

“Walker’s done good work in this town,” Agatha said loyally. “And you endorsed her for the job, Pete, that has to count for somethin’.”

Kissinger didn’t reply.

“Anyhow, we don’t want to keep you, Zoe,” Agatha continued. “Pete and I need to head to Lowe’s and look at my new kitchen.”

Kissinger’s expression soured, and he groaned. “Aggie, we are not gettin’ you a new kitchen. What is it about the word retired that means you gotta spend my pension?”

“You promised me a new kitchen once you weren’t workin’ as much. And now you ain’t. We’re goin’. I already called that young man up, and he can do the job at the end of the month.”

“Aggie, we don’t need a new kitchen.”

Agatha gave Zoe a long-suffering stare. “Ain’t been updated since the ‘80s. I barely got a faucet in that place. Do you hear this man?” she muttered and dragged Kissinger away down the hill as they bickered back and forth.

Zoe eyed Agatha’s shoes as she walked away; the soles were bright red and looked like they might be Christian Louboutins. Zoe glanced at her own cheap pumps from Target and grimaced as she headed off to work.

Max leaped into her path as she did so, jumping up at her, and Zoe remembered she still had the pup cup in her hand. The cream had melted into a soft white goo, and Max made short work of it, flicking little white flecks all over her arm. At just over six months old, he was getting to his full size, and having nearly fifty pounds of dog balanced on her thigh was becoming pretty painful these days.

As his long tongue licked into the bottom of the cup, a cop car drove by, and Zoe watched it roll up the road. Acting Sheriff Walker was inside, talking animatedly into her Bluetooth headphones. She looked harried and stressed, and it occurred to Zoe that every time she had seen her lately, she’d looked the same.

Zoe had assumed Walker would be the next Sheriff; it made sense for the town, and she was a sensible woman without too many radical ideas. Now, it seemed, she had a real race on her hands.

Max hopped down, licking his lips happily, and Zoe crushed the cup in her hand, throwing it into the trash behind her.

“I hope you enjoyed that, buddy, because you didn’t deserve it. I’m gonna have to buy a new backpack because of you.”

Max stared up at her adoringly, panting in the heat, and Zoe shook her head at him, moving into the shade to protect his paws from the hot sidewalk as she got out her phone.

She pulled up her banking app, checked the total, and let out a groan. The days of her DC salary and a healthy expendable income were gone. It hadn’t been too many months ago that Zoe had been browsing in designer stores and eyeing up Louboutins of her own. Now, she wasn’t sure if she’d be able to afford Max’s food at the end of the month.

Something was going to have to give, or she was going to be in real trouble.
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“Would you quit it?” Leo grumbled as the bigger of the two llama brothers butted him in the back as he tried to secure the fence.

The fence was four feet high, but the gate he had installed had been causing problems from day one, and Leo didn’t appreciate three hundred pounds of llama trying to headbutt him while he was fixing it.

Both llamas had just been sheared, and they looked pretty weird, fluffy heads stuck on the top of thin necks like lollipops. The heat had been causing issues all across the ranch, and Leo had been working overtime to set up shelters in all the fields, so the animals had somewhere shady to rest.

He’d never known a summer like this one. The valley was often humid, but the accompanying heat was brutal. He wiped a hand over his forehead and followed the llamas through the field to check on the goats.

As he reached the other side of the pen, grabbing some grass for them, he heard gravel crunching behind him and turned to see Gus cycling down from the far field.

Leo had lent him his old bike to get around the ranch. Gus tried to help as much as he could with ranch work, but if he wasn’t in front of a computer, physical activity didn’t interest him. Waiting for him to come back from the top field was like waiting for the Second Coming.

Gus was getting a pretty dark tan from spending so much time outside, and Leo waved as the kid skidded to a halt beside the fence and came into the pen.

The one thing he did love about ranch life was the llamas. Gus treated them as two gigantic dogs, and they liked him even more than they liked Leo.

“They look stupid,” Gus said, eyeing their haircuts suspiciously.

“Yeah, but they ain’t gonna die of heat stroke,” Leo said, handing him some of the hay as Gus approached the larger of the two and began feeding him.

“All okay with the geese?” Leo asked with a grin.

“No! They’re still attackin’ me, man. And I’m feedin’ em.”

Leo chuckled. “Yeah, well, they’re protectin’ their territory.”

Gus just sighed as Rock shoved his head into his chest and started chewing his shirt.

“You had any more thoughts on names for these two?” Gus asked.

“I was playin’ with some Cherokee names for ‘em. This one doesn’t shut up, so I was thinkin’ about Gowonii, which basically means ‘he’s speaking’.”

Gus gave him a long stare, and Leo sighed in exasperation. “But you’re all just gonna keep callin’ ‘em Rock ‘n Roll, aren’t you?”

“Yeah, pretty much.”

The llama bent down to greet Bailey, who trotted up beside Gus. The old Labrador sniffed at him, licking the end of his nose while Gus added some more hay to the troughs and Leo checked to see if they had enough water.

He would have to get over to the clinic soon, and he wasn’t looking forward to it. He loved seeing the animals and caring for his patients, but the online reviews had put a dampener on everything. Even people who had been coming to the clinic for years had started commenting that things weren’t as streamlined as they used to be.

Leo wasn’t sure what to do. Nancy was out caring for Adrian, and he couldn’t afford to pay two receptionists while she was gone. Her incomprehensible filing and management system was even worse now that he was having to navigate it himself, and there had been so many mistakes lately, he wasn’t surprised people were defecting to the vet clinic in Abbotsville.

He opened the gate for Gus, noting the side eye the kid sent his way as he did so. Leo could always tell when something was bothering Gus because he became even quieter than usual. It had been going on for a few days now, and Leo decided it was time to have it out with him.

“Are you going to tell me what’s botherin’ you?” he asked.

Gus glanced up at him, hands in his pocket. “What?”

“You’re stewin’ on somethin’,” Leo said gently. “You need to talk?”

Leo felt a rush of nerves as Gus sighed heavily. The kid had had a troubled past, and although things had been good since he’d come to the ranch, Leo was always wondering when the bubble would burst. People didn’t stop being addicts overnight; he knew that well enough from Zoe’s experience with her sister. Every time Gus got that look on his face, Leo couldn’t help but imagine the worst.

“I been thinkin’ about some stuff,” he mumbled, never comfortable talking on any topic, let alone something personal. The longest sentence Leo usually got out of him was about what he wanted to eat.

“Okay,” Leo said carefully. “What kind of stuff?”

Gus shrugged, kicking a stone in front of him as they made their way back to the house.

“Like… future stuff.”

Leo stayed quiet, waiting for him to elaborate. They walked through the short hallway at the entrance of the ranch to the wide open-plan living space, and Gus hovered as Leo went to the counter and poured them both some water.

“I guess… I mean, I’m grateful for you lettin’ me live here,” Gus murmured. “But I been thinkin’ about maybe movin’.”

Gus glanced at Leo through the long strands of hair that always flopped over his eyes. Leo attempted to keep his expression neutral as guilt flared.

Hearing that Gus was thinking about moving should have made his protective instincts come out, but instead, he could just picture his personal space again, quiet nights sitting on the couch with Zoe, with no interruptions.

“Right,” he said shortly, opening the freezer and pulling out the ice cubes. “What you been thinkin’?”

“It ain’t that I don’t like livin’ here,” Gus said quickly, and Leo couldn’t help a loud laugh at that.

“You hate ranch work, Gus, I’m not stupid. But I’m glad you like stayin’ in the house.”

Gus gave a small smile. “I just been thinkin’ a lot about how you need your space, and Zoe’s here all the time. You can’t be bumpin’ boots if I’m gonna be walkin’ in on you.”

Leo really was laughing now as he dumped some ice in the glasses and went round to perch on a bar stool, handing one to Gus.

“Is that what the kids are callin’ it these days?”

“Well, no, but I’m talkin’ to you, and you’re not young,” Gus said mischievously.

“You’re a little shit.”

“But that’s another thing. It’d be nice to live with people my own age.”

Leo tensed, unable to mask the worry that instantly shot through him at those words. To his knowledge, Gus knew two types of people in the world: homeless men and the gang he used to hang around with.

Gus gave him a withering look, shaking his head.

“I ain’t talkin’ about the people I used to know, Leo. I was gonna see if anyone in Sapphire was lookin’ for a roommate or somethin’.”

“It’d probably be expensive. You think you can afford it?”

Gus frowned at him, then his eyes softened. “You’re not mad?”

Leo blinked at him. “Of course not, Gus. You wantin’ to move out and live with people your own age makes a hell of a lot of sense. I’ll miss havin’ you around, ‘cause it’s fun watchin’ the chickens chase you, but if you think you’re ready to move out, I ain’t gonna stop you.”

“I thought you’d want to talk me out of it.”

Leo shrugged. “I’m always gonna worry for you—you’ve been through a lot—and livin’ by yourself is hard. But you gotta make your own way in the world just like the rest of us. You gotta keep in touch, though. And come over for dinner whenever you want.”

Gus grinned. It was a smile Leo loved on the kid because it lit up his whole face, making him look young and carefree when he was usually pretty sullen. Gus nodded.

“And there’s no rush,” Leo said firmly. “You don’t have to move out right this second, okay?”

“Yeah,” Gus nodded. “Thanks, Leo. I was thinkin’ Zoe would probably be movin’ in soon anyhow.”

Leo choked on his water, a sharp, icy blast sucked into his nose, and he coughed violently, with Gus coming over to pat him on the back.

“Could you warn a guy before you say stuff like that? And do not say that in front of Zo, she’s the biggest commitment-phobe ever.”

Gus chuckled. “Okay.”

Leo hopped off the stool, wiping his mouth, as his cell phone started ringing. His heart sank when he saw it was the nurse at the clinic calling.

“Hey Fran, everythin’ okay?”

“Oh, hey Leo, yeah, everythin’s good, but were you supposed to have an appointment with Mrs. Lambert and Whistler this morning? It’s just they’ve been here for ten minutes already.”

“Shit!”

Leo ran into his room, stripping off his shirt as he threw his phone onto the bed on speaker. “Thanks, Fran, tell her I’m on my way. Could you apologize for me? I’ll see her for free. Man, I completely forgot.”

“No problem! I’ll make her a cup of coffee.”

“Thank you so much.”

Leo swore a blue streak as he pulled out his shirts, unable to find one that was clean and staring at the pile of laundry on the floor in despair.

Eventually, he was able to find a cream shirt that was far too smart for work, but everything else was stained. Grabbing his bag and checking the time, he ran outside, calling to Gus to lock up the house, and sprinted to his truck.

As soon as he was out of the house, however, he slowed, staring at a sleek black Tesla that had just pulled up in his driveway.

Leo continued to his truck. He really was late, and he didn’t know anyone who drove a car as flashy as that.

He opened the truck door as a guy in a suit got out of the Tesla, looking around him with interest. He was wearing mirrored shades, a tight black suit that didn’t fit him properly, and a smug expression. The guy was lanky, with slicked-back dark hair that had too much gel through it, a chunk of it flopping down over one eye. His whole aesthetic screamed corporate, and Leo watched him irritably, one foot in the truck as the guy sauntered over to him.

“Dr. Leotie Rowden?” he asked, holding out a hand.

Leo hesitated and then pushed the door closed and reached over to shake his hand.

“That’s me.”

“My name’s Porter Quaid. I wanted to talk to you about your clinic.” The tip of his tongue came out to swipe over his lips. He had a strange smile, his mouth pointing downward in the center into a ‘v’. It made him look like a snake.

“My clinic?” Leo asked.

“Yes,” Quaid checked his phone. “You’re the owner of Skywolf Animal Clinic, is that correct?”

“Yeah.”

“Wonderful, I’d be interested in talking to you about your business.”

Leo crossed his arms over his chest, sizing the guy up. He was small and wiry but held himself with the confidence of a man with a lot of money. Leo disliked him immediately.

“Alright, well, you can make an appointment, Mr. Quaid. I’m afraid I’m in a hurry today.”

“Oh, I’m sure, you must be a busy man. How’s business been? I appreciate it can’t have been easy with all the work that’s been going on.”

Leo eyed him warily. “Business is just fine,” he said, one hand on the truck door handle.

“I can see you’re in a rush, Dr. Rowden, but my client is very keen to speak with you. We’re willing to make a generous offer for the land where your business is situated.”

“My land?” Leo said.

“Yes, my client is planning to expand the lot where we’re currently building. We would be eager to discuss your terms if you were willing to sell. There is a strong financial incentive for you to consider it. I’d love to talk numbers… privately, of course.”

A sense of unease erupted in Leo’s chest. His fingers tightened on the door of the truck, staring at the suit, seeing his own tiny image reflected in Quaid’s sunglasses.

“Who did you say you represent?”

“I didn’t. I work for Linman Construction,” he handed Leo his card. “Think about it. Call me if you have any questions.”

Leo held himself back from crumpling the card in his fist, placing it in the pocket of his jeans instead, and giving a short nod.

“Your car is blocking my exit,” he muttered, and Quaid gave him a simpering smile.

“I’ll be sure to get right out of your way, Dr. Rowden. I look forward to hearing from you in the future.”

Leo climbed into his truck, watching as Quaid wandered to the car. He got into the back seat, and it pulled away, gleaming and clean against the rusting chaos of his ranch.

Leo started the engine, already feeling as if the card was burning a hole in his back pocket.
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Zoe stopped by to visit Lyla on the way to Leo’s ranch that evening to make sure she was doing okay.

Mrs. Bornstein had taken her out most evenings to keep her mind off the loss of her savings, and it seemed to be working.

Zoe arrived to find Lyla surrounded by a sea of cats, with one on her lap, one behind her head, and another on the arm of the couch. Her grandmother looked tired and frail in a way that she hadn’t for a long time, and Zoe’s heart ached for her.

They’d both called the bank to see if there was anything they could do, and after being on hold for forty minutes, had gotten through to a very kind but firm man named Chip. He had told Lyla that, as she had authorized the payment, there was little they could do to help.

It hadn’t been a shock to Zoe, but the last dwindling piece of hope her grandmother had possessed died with that conversation. Thousands of dollars, lost forever, and nothing to show for it but an unknown number in her call history.

As Zoe entered the living room, Max bounding around her feet as usual, Mrs. Bornstein bustled in, thrusting a cup of decaf coffee into her hand and shooing the cats off the couch.

Zoe lowered herself against the cushions, pulling Max under her legs to stop him from lurching across the room, and Lyla handed her a piece of paper. She opened it to find it scrawled with dozens of calculations.

“I’ve worked out that if my apartment sells in Charleston—I don’t need it anymore anyway—then we can keep paying for Judy’s rehab. I could get a bridge loan out to manage the time between now and the sale, and she won’t have to leave before she’s ready.”

The numbers on the page were tiny and bunched together, cascading down the paper on all sides. Several sections had been underlined, as well as calculated attorney fees and travel to and from Charleston.

Zoe took Lyla’s hand and squeezed her fingers.

“Gamma, your apartment’s been on the market for years without much interest. It could take a really long time to sell it, and then you’d just be in even more debt.”

Her grandmother clicked her tongue. “But you said yourself, Judy isn’t ready to come back.”

“She wasn’t the last time I saw her, no. But then, she may never be ready, Gamma. Sometimes you have to drop people in the deep end to see if they swim.”

“But we’ve tried that. She sinks every time.”

Zoe sighed, passing the paper back to her. “I appreciate the effort, Gamma, but I don’t think we have many other options. The rehab clinic emailed me their final notices this morning. If we can’t pay it by the end of the week, I’ll have to go and collect her.”

“And where will she stay? With your mom?” Lyla asked, grimacing.

“God, no, they’d kill each other. I think she’ll have to live with me.”

Lyla’s lips pursed. “That’s a hell of a lot of responsibility for you. What are you going to do, be her monitor and her sister? What if she falls back into her old habits again?”

Zoe shook her head. “I don’t know, Gamma. Maybe she’s more stable than she was before.”

“If she is, it’s down to you. I don’t imagine she’s ever thanked you.”

“I don’t want her thanks, Gamma. I just want her to be better.”

Lyla crumpled the piece of paper in her fingers and threw it across the room. Immediately, a sleek black cat shot out from under an armchair and began to play with it.

“If I hadn’t been so stupid—”

“No more, Gamma,” Zoe said firmly. “You can’t keep blaming yourself.” She lowered her voice, glancing at the hatch into the kitchen. “Are you still able to pay Mrs. B’s rent and stuff? Because I have enough to lend you some money if you need it.”

“No. Edith is insisting that I stay here for free, even though I don’t cook, clean, or do anything useful. She seems to think my companionship is making her younger.”

“It is!” came a faint voice from the kitchen, and her grandmother managed a smile.

“When will you go to collect your sister?” Lyla asked.

Zoe sighed. “I guess it’ll have to be soon. But I’m going to leave it as long as I possibly can. Nobody is going to be happy about it, least of all Judy.”
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By the time Zoe arrived at the ranch, it was late, and it looked as if everyone was in bed.

The lighting in the living room was dim, and it took her a moment to see the feet sticking out of the end of the couch. Signaling for Max to go to his bed and join Bailey, she tiptoed over the rug and stood silently beside the fireplace, watching Leo sleep.

He was hunched over on his side, eyes closed, his long eyelashes brushing his cheeks.

She stayed quiet, taking in his face for the thousandth time. It was a face she had fantasized about for most of her teenage years, her crush on the tall, beautiful jock never having wavered, even when she left town.

Since returning to Sapphire, she sometimes had to pinch herself to make sure her life was real. Even with all the challenges she was facing, she never would have imagined she could be so happy in a relationship. Leo Rowden is my boyfriend. It still didn’t feel real. Yet there he was.

“You’re so creepy,” he mumbled, cracking one eye open at her and extending a hand. She laughed quietly, coming to sit on the floor beside him and running her fingers through his hair.

“Hey,” she said, kissing him gently on the cheek. “Why aren’t you in bed?”

“I wasn’t sure when you’d get here.” His voice was hoarse from sleep, and he cleared it, attempting to wake himself up. “How’s your Gamma?”

“Okay. Hanging in there. She’s still blaming herself, which just breaks my heart. If I ever get a hold of those assholes, I’m gonna rip their legs off.”

“Take me with you, I’ll hold ‘em down.”

Leo rolled onto his back, staring up at the ceiling, his jaw widening on a long yawn. “What are you going to do?” he asked, smoothing a hand through her hair as she closed her eyes, enjoying the sensation.

“Well, Gamma was talking about the sale of her apartment, but that’s not realistic. I think Judy will have to come back here if I can persuade her to. I don’t trust her to live independently. The rehab center might have rules about who she can be released to. I don’t know, I’ll have to look into it.”

“I have plenty of room here,” Leo said softly.

Zoe’s heart clenched as she looked at him, his light brown eyes darkening as he curled her hair behind her ear.

“Thank you,” she managed, emotion choking her voice. “But I wouldn’t wish that on my worst enemy. Judy isn’t like Gus; she’s volatile and can be a seriously difficult person to have around. I can’t tell you how much it means to me that you’d offer, but I think she’ll have to stay with me for a while.”

Max hopped up onto the end of the couch, trampling all over Leo’s legs as Bailey sauntered over and collapsed on Zoe’s thighs.

“I guess it’s gonna be a bit of a different picture here for a while, then,” Leo murmured, his big hand rubbing between Max’s ears. “I’d gotten used to having you under my feet all day.”

“Are you talking about Max or me?”

Leo feigned surprise. “Oh, are you still here? I was just havin’ a moment with my favorite person.”

Zoe hit him lightly on the arm before interlocking their fingers on Max’s head as the dog sighed contentedly.

“I was thinkin’ though,” Leo said, sitting up and repositioning the puppy over his lap. “There is a pretty obvious way you can save money.”

Zoe’s heart lurched as she looked up at him.

Oh, God, don’t ask me to move in. I can’t deal with another decision right now.

“Your car,” Leo said eventually, and Zoe breathed out. “You’ve been renting that thing since you came here. It must be costin’ a fortune.”

Zoe considered that. “God, you’re right, it does cost a lot per month. Why didn’t I think of that?”

“Because, Zoe Fontaine, you keep wonderin’ if this is permanent or not,” Leo said, and there was an edge to his voice that she couldn’t quite read. He brushed his hand over her cheek as he pushed himself to his feet.

Zoe followed him as he headed into the kitchen, Max padding beside her.

“I guess you’re right,” she muttered guiltily. “DC always felt like home to me.”

Leo turned, cocking his head to one side. “And now?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Sapphire might be growing on me,” she said, running her eyes over his chest.

He scoffed, shaking his head. “I’m goin’ to bed. You stayin’ the night?”

“Well, I’m not driving all the way back home again, unless you’re kicking me out. How was your day, anyway? Is the work any better?”

“Same as ever.” His gaze was fixed on the floor, and Zoe stepped up, putting her arms around him.

“It won’t last forever, and once Nancy’s back, it’ll improve. I played receptionist for my mom once; you want me to come and fill in for her? We’d likely kill each other within a week.”

Leo sucked air through his teeth. “No thanks, Zo, I can’t even imagine how much you could mess up her filing system in a day, let alone a week.”

They walked into the bedroom, Leo stripping off his shirt as Zoe went to say goodnight to Gus. He had his headphones in and just waved vaguely at her like he was her teenage son.

When she went back into the bedroom, Leo was brushing his teeth and leaning against the bathroom door, looking thoughtful. He watched as Zoe cleansed her face and moisturized, frowning at the number of bottles in her overnight bag.

“You know, you could leave some of that stuff here if you wanted. Whatever the hell it all is.”

“Not all of us can wash our faces with shower gel, Leo. But thanks. I’d love an excuse to clutter up your bathroom, as well as your house.”

Leo finished brushing his teeth and placed his toothbrush in the little stand beside the one he’d given to Zoe.

“Why don’t we go and look at cars together?” he asked, leaning up against the sink.

“What, like a ranch market where you buy three bulls and a pickup truck?” she teased.

“Uh-huh. Yeah, we could buy it from a farmer and get three free pigs. Would you stop talkin’ to me like I’m a redneck?”

“But you are,” she said, shrieking with laughter as he flicked water in her face.

“You’ll be sleepin’ in the field if you don’t watch it,” he grumbled.

“Where would we even look at cars?” she asked.

“Justin Bowen’s got a garage in Whistle Falls. He used to have it here, but the building caved in after a storm. He moved to the Falls last summer. Want to go by? When I drove past before, it had a lot of older cars that might be in your budget.”

Zoe thought about it. She’d always wanted to get an electric car, and the idea of an old gas-guzzling pickup didn’t appeal, but Leo was right; the rental was costing her a small fortune.

“That’d be good. Do you know anything about cars? Because I have no clue what I’m looking for.”

“I’ll make sure you get a good deal.”

“Is that Bowen, as in Seth Bowen?” she asked, intrigued.

“Yeah, you remember his brother? He was a year below us in high school.”

“Can’t say that I do.”

“You will when you meet him,” Leo said darkly, as he went back into the bedroom. “He’s a total douche.”

Zoe laughed, climbing into bed beside him, as Leo sighed, putting an arm around her contentedly.

“You okay?” she asked.

“Yeah, why?”

“Nothing, you just seem distracted tonight.”

Leo was quiet for a long time, his arm tightening around her waist as he settled down to sleep.

“Just work stuff,” he murmured, rolling over to turn off the lights, but as he began to twitch, his body falling into a heavy sleep, Zoe couldn’t shake the feeling that he was keeping something from her.
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“I need you to go down to the Sapphire Glade development,” Tripp said before Zoe had even taken her bag off.

It was Friday morning, and she had been looking forward to a slower day to catch up on her work. Then she found her boss leaning against her desk before 9 a.m.

“Why?” she asked.

“Because I had a tip that Dunridge is proposing to block off the river. He wants it to be exclusive to the residents after it’s built.”

Zoe held back the overwhelming urge to roll her eyes. Tripp was practically salivating at the chance to write another article badmouthing Mortimer Dunridge.

“Okay,” she said cautiously. “Why would that be a bad thing?”

“Because it’s a public right of way, and if he’s anything like the other CEOs in the world, he’ll start charging our residents to access it once the houses are built.”

Zoe set her jaw, chewing on her tongue to stop the sharp retort from breaking free. Only six months ago, Tripp didn’t have any interest in small-town life, frequently telling her that anyone outside of a city wasn’t worth talking about. Now he was referring to ‘our’ people, like he had lived in Sapphire all his life.

“Alright, well, I’ll go and check it out.”

Tripp pushed off the desk, giving her a long stare. “Look, I know you and Dunridge have this little bromance going on—”

“Excuse me?”

“But he’s not good news, Zoe. It starts with a few houses, and then you’ll find out that he has his fingers in pies all over the state.”

“I do not have a bromance with him.”

“Well, you’re not exactly leaping at the chance to drag his company, are you?”

“As far as I can tell, his only crime has been to build new houses on an unused piece of land. He might have been a bit of a dick about the library, but he has agreed to preserve it, and the foundations were crumbling anyway. His involvement has probably saved it from destruction.”

Tripp shrugged. “Fine, but I want you to find out what’s going on down there. I’ve already had the Panway Paddlers on the phone, and they’re pissed as hell.”

“I’m sorry, the who?”

“It’s the local fishing group. They told me they’ve been fishing that route for months, but with the machinery and construction work going on, Dunridge’s men aren’t letting them into the site. The Sapphire Glade is being built right on the corner of the river, which is a good spot for trout, or so they tell me. Let me know what you find out.”

He pushed off the desk, about to go back to his office, but stopped when he caught her eye. “What?” he asked sharply.

“Nothing, it’s just weird to see you up in arms about river access. You never used to care about much unless there were gunshots or robberies going on.”

Tripp’s usually light-hearted expression hardened, and he sniffed, looking away.

“Listen, Zo, I know this is your hometown, but someone should care about these people, and I’d remind you that wasn’t you for the ten years you lived in DC.

Zoe opened her mouth to refute that, but Tripp carried on before she could utter a sound.

“And for your information, I care about what’s in front of me. You should try to do the same.”

He stalked off, leaving Zoe staring after him in disbelief.
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The Panway River was beautiful. Before the heatwave, West Virginia had been inundated with storms that had lashed the town for several days in a row. The deluge of rain, coupled with the bright sunshine, had made wildflowers spring up all over the banks.

The river rushed beneath her as Zoe stood beside it, watching the teaming, swirling bubbles pass like tiny jewels against the dark water. The twisting torrents fought against inward currents and eddies as the water snaked around the corner toward the Sapphire Glade plot.

The Sapphire Valley Library was still situated on the edge of the bank, a moving truck permanently beside it as hundreds of books were slowly moved out and into storage.

Zoe wandered over, watching an elderly man pushing a trolley of boxes out and down the unsteady ramp onto the concrete.

“You need a hand, Barry?” she asked, as he looked up at her with a smirk.

“I can manage.”

Zoe tensed as he walked down the ramp, flat feet shuffling just inches behind the squeaking wheels. The boxes were piled haphazardly and looked as if they were seconds from tumbling to the ground.

To his credit, however, Barry made it to the bottom without incident. He even saluted her for good measure as he pushed the trolley to the back of the van, where a burly-looking guy with a neat beard was helping them to load everything.

Barry left the books there, coming over to greet Zoe as she made her way into the building.

“Back again?” he said, his tone suspicious.

“It’s alright, Barry, I’m not here to cause trouble. I just thought I’d pop by before I go and talk to Dunridge. You heard anything about him blocking off the river?”

Barry scoffed. “What haven’t I heard that man is doin’? Got charm and charisma coming outta his a-hole, but he ain’t gettin’ one over on me.”

Zoe hid a smile as she pulled open the door for him and they both walked through into the musty depths. What she had said to Tripp was true: Dunridge had saved the library, but only after the townsfolk had held several protests that messed up his plans.

Zoe had only persuaded him to retain the building so that Dunridge could save face with the people of Sapphire Valley. At the end of the day, he was a businessman and chose the path of least resistance. Barry Finnigan wasn’t about to forgive him for that.

She followed him inside staring around in amazement at the boxes on every side. Each one had a picture of a new Dell computer on it. There were ten in total, stacked neatly in a line. It was more technology than Zoe had ever seen in the place.

When she’d first visited the library, a working electric light bulb felt like a feat of engineering. Zoe placed a hand on one of the stacks, reading the labels as Evelyn Cooper, the director of the library, emerged from between the shelves.

She was looking more casual today, in sweatpants and a hoodie, which made her appear about fifteen years younger. She was only in her late forties but usually dressed like a woman in her eighties. The more casual clothing suited her, and her hair was pinned back in a messy bun that accentuated her sharp features.

“Hi Zoe!” she said cheerfully, coming over and wiping her hands down her legs. “I wasn’t expecting you today, was I? Everything is so all over the place right now...”

“No, no, I just wanted to come and see how you’re getting on? It’s looking clearer in here.”

That was a lie. The library appeared to have accumulated yet more books and papers than ever before.

“Thanks,” Evelyn said without apparent irony. “There have been so many donations since we announced that we’ll be temporarily closing the place. But Mortimer’s been great about it all, considering he hired two vans to ship everything, and we’ve already needed three.”

Mortimer? Since when is she on first name terms with Dunridge?

“What’s all this?” Zoe asked, nodding to the computers.

“Ah, well, that is also something that Mr. Dunridge has organized for us. He’s donated a new suite of computers to the school, and Kerry agreed to supply the library with the old ones! Isn’t that great?”

“Fingers in many pies,” Zoe muttered.

“I’m sorry?”

“Nothing. That is generous of him. Do you happen to know if he’s around today?”

“Actually, he is. There’s some big environmental sweep going on, so he came by to let us know there might be some unpleasant smells coming from the riverside while they drill into the bank.”

“Environmental sweep?” Zoe asked. “Do you know what kind?”

Evelyn waved a hand vaguely. “Something about the PH of the water, or some such thing. He said they needed to get it all assessed. But he’s here, I saw his car was in the lot about an hour ago.”

“Thanks, is he still looking after you and Barry?”

Evelyn’s cheeks were a little pink. “Mm, he’s been very kind.”

Zoe nodded, noting the vicious look Barry was sending Evelyn’s way and bit her lip to keep from laughing. Last time Dunridge and Evelyn had interacted, they’d been far from friendly, but that was clearly not the case any longer.

I suppose if someone saves your library and your livelihood, you might feel a little warmer toward them than you had before.

She made her way around the back of the building toward the huge space behind. In the time since she’d last seen it, several hundred trees had been felled to make way for the new development.

A makeshift road was in place through the site, and as she walked through, she could hear a ticking sound as pieces of tape fluttered in the hot breeze blowing across the land. It whipped up dust devils that circled and spun in place before dissipating, the air heavy with grit.

Several pegs had been stuck in the ground in a wide square on the left-hand side, indicating where some of the new structures would be built. It was remarkable what had been accomplished in a relatively short space of time.

She had to admit it was going to be a beautiful spot, far enough from the highway that the river deadened the noise of the traffic, and right next to a large, wooded space. She could see families flocking to this place—it was going to make Dunridge a lot of money.

As that thought passed through her head, the man himself emerged from a small white tent, almost a mini marquee, that had been erected beside the river’s edge. He was staring at his phone with a deep frown and didn’t look up until he was ten feet away from her.

“You trying to buy your way into Evelyn’s good books?” Zoe called as Dunridge glanced up at her, a smirk spreading over his face as he pocketed his phone and walked over.

“Well, well, well, Miss Fontaine, what a pleasant surprise. Are you here for business or pleasure?”

“Why would I be here for pleasure?”

His hand came up dramatically and slapped across his heart as if he’d been shot.

“You wound me, Zoe. I thought we were friends.”

“What gave you that idea?”

He gave a loud bark of laughter, extending an arm for her to follow beside him.

“Well, that’s me told. What can I do for you and The Chronicle? I assume you’re here representing it, and I know how much your paper loves to badmouth me.”

“We’ve heard reports that you’re shutting off the river access to anyone who isn’t a resident of Sapphire Glade.”

“Yes, absolutely,” he said sarcastically. “We’re also arranging it so that all residents will have lanyards to denote their position in the development. We wouldn’t want the common folk of Sapphire coming in here and ruining our little oasis.”

Zoe shook her head at his tone. “Okay, well, what are you doing?”

Dunridge sighed. “One of the homes I’m building will have a jetty on the river for a private mooring. It’s one of the luxury properties that I’ve promised my investors. Whatever your contact might have told you, I can’t block access to the river, as that would be illegal. It’s a navigable river and therefore it’s open to the public. What I will be doing is ensuring that my residents have private access to the banks where they own the land.”

“And what about the local fishing groups who use this river?”

“Like who?”

“The Panway Paddlers are—”

Dunridge groaned. “Yes, yes. I’ve read their email. I had a Dr. Clive Stone contact me about this. He’s extremely unhappy about the loss of their access.”

They passed a job site trailer that had been erected as a makeshift break room. Several burly men were inside, laughing together and eating cookies until they clocked Dunridge, and then they hurriedly filed out of the building and got back to work.

Zoe and Dunridge moved on and came to the edge of the slope that led down to the river. He pointed along the bank in frustration.

“Their access was pretty much a desire path down the bank, which will now be part of someone’s yard. But there’s still a good wading spot along the bend that they can use—and they have, because I saw some fishermen set up there yesterday. He’s causing trouble for trouble’s sake.”

Zoe could see Dunridge’s point. The area of land dedicated to the new development was relatively small and sloped down into a portion of the river that was too deep for wading in any case.

“Print what you want, I know Monroe likes to make me the devil incarnate, but this time I’m not trying to piss anyone off.”

“Is that what you were doing with the library?” Zoe asked. “Trying to piss people off?”

“Well, it is always a good idea to pluck a few feathers to see how the bird reacts; otherwise, how would I know how many lawyers I need?”

He flashed her his trademark grin, and she was annoyed to find herself smiling.

“Besides, I have all the permits, and our building complies with zoning. The jetty is above the high-water mark, and our boundaries are set. They may have public feeling behind them, but legally, this one’s mine.”

Zoe’s eyes fell on the small white structure that Dunridge had emerged from. “And so, what’s the tent for?”

The perpetual amusement faded from Dunridge’s face, and his lips thinned irritably.

“That’s the other pain in my ass—the quality of the water. If I were Dr. Clive Stone and his angling club, I wouldn’t want to fish in it. Or tip a toe into it if I had a choice.”

“What do you mean?” Zoe asked.

Dunridge shook his head. “Well, we have more tests to run, but when we were looking at the reports, there are some issues they’ve flagged. Something about endocrine activity being detected. They’re not too concerned, but these houses are intended for an eco-conscious buyer. It doesn’t look great if the river’s toxic.”

“Is it toxic?”

“I was being flippant, Zoe. Don’t print that, please. We’re working with the local environmental agencies to ensure it’s clean and safe again.”

“Alright, so you’re willing to go on the record saying you’re not restricting access to the river?”

“I’m building homes with private yards, Miss Fontaine. So no, the anglers’ club can’t walk through them. But no one on this development is stopping people from swimming or fishing in this river—however unwise that practice might be.”

Dunridge’s dark eyes moved back to the rapid water beneath them, and Zoe felt a chill run down her back, despite the heat.

What the hell is endocrine activity? And why is Dunridge using words like ‘toxic’ to describe our town’s river?
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Zoe woke the next morning with a throbbing headache. The apartment was sweltering, the glass on a large portion of the outer wall acting like a greenhouse, and with Max’s body sprawled across her, she was dripping with sweat.

Lurching out of bed, she went around the apartment, opening all the windows as wide as they would go. Max trotted after her, panting loudly, and Zoe looked down at him in sympathy. It was bad enough being in this heat in just her skin; she didn’t envy the thick fur all over his body. Grabbing some ice from the freezer, she dumped it into his water bowl, and he began lapping at it gratefully.

She stood beside him, stroking his back, of two minds as to whether she should take the puppy with her to collect Judy. He always helped to calm her down, and she certainly didn’t feel relaxed right now.

The two sisters had only seen each other a handful of times over the past two years, and their phone conversations had been even more sporadic. The last time they’d seen one another hadn’t exactly been a loving family reunion; Zoe hadn’t even been sure if she should hug her or not. They’d sat awkwardly opposite one another, not knowing what to say.

Today marked the end of a long, hard-won period of recovery. Judy had fought against Zoe every step of the way and just getting her into rehab had felt like the top of the mountain; she hadn’t had any idea how far they still had to go.

Judy had struggled with addiction since she was sixteen, a struggle that hadn’t become evident to her family until it was too late. On paper, Sapphire Valley felt like a safe and wholesome place to grow up, but there was a dark underworld that had only gotten darker and more prevalent over the past few years.

Zoe had seen with her own eyes how drugs had affected the community, and Gus’s experiences only compounded the sad reality facing many small towns across the US.

There wasn’t much to do, so kids found other things to occupy themselves. Add in domestic violence, broken homes, and the abuse a lot of children suffered, and drugs were an easy and ever-present outlet.

Zoe looked gloomily at the spare bedroom. She had been putting off organizing it all week, hoping some miracle would appear and Judy wouldn’t have to come and stay. Now, the eleventh hour had come, and she had a lot of work to do.

For the next thirty minutes, she dragged boxes of files out of the room and into the living room. With Max watching inquisitively, she tried to pile them high, as far against the wall as possible. Once it was all cleared, she headed back into the room and winced.

“Would you want to sleep in here?” she asked Max gloomily. The bedroom was a bare, beige box with nothing on the walls except old stains from the previous tenants and a crack running along the ceiling.

When Zoe had moved in, it had been a perfect place to put all the things she wasn’t actively using—namely her research, old paperwork, and cables from endless laptops and computers. It was a dumping ground, and it looked like one.

Zoe pushed a hand through her hair, hating that she hadn’t thought to do this earlier. Even a lick of paint on one wall would have made a world of difference.

Sighing, she changed the sheets on the single bed and stood back, looking around at the stiflingly hot, sterile space in despair.

“If anything’s gonna drive her to drugs, it’s this freakin’ space.”

Desperate to liven it up a little, she went into her own room and grabbed whatever odds and ends she could find that might make it more colorful.

“I never realized how beige all my stuff is,” she said to Max. “Do you think maybe your dog bed would look good in there? That’s red. God, I hope you like Judy, or this is gonna be awkward as hell.”

She pulled a bright red blanket from a drawer, as well as a circular white rug that she’d bought in DC. Carrying them to Judy’s room, she placed the blanket on the bed and the rug on the floor. It looked a little less derelict, but not much.

Closing her eyes, she tried to build up the strength to leave the apartment, get in her car, and head to the rehab center.

Everything in her mind and body rebelled at the prospect. Her private little space, that she had only lived in for a few weeks, was soon to be invaded. Judy was a whirlwind of chaos, and it was going to disrupt Zoe’s equilibrium.

Nothing about this scenario was going to work. Her sister would hate being back in Sapphire, she would hate the apartment, and she would hate being monitored by Zoe every day.

But unless I’m planning to go back to the city and get a job that pays me a decent salary, this is where we’re at.

“Since when did I start to like it here?” she asked Max, looking down at him with a frown. “This is all your fault.”

He panted up at her happily, and she stroked his head as he leaned against her leg. For the next few minutes, she remained in the doorway of the room, contemplating the tiny space, nausea rising with every breath.

A knock at the front door broke her out of her melancholy spiral, and she went to answer it, hoping it wasn’t Leo. The single plant he had gifted her the day she moved in appeared to be close to death. Desperate to keep it alive, she had drowned it in too much water, and it sat, shriveled and shrunken beside the window.

Opening the door, she stared in amazement at her grandmother.

“Gamma! Uh, how do you know where I live?”

“Edith knows, therefore I know,” Lyla said, bustling inside without waiting to be invited. “My God, it’s hot in here. Don’t you have a fan?”

“Sure, but it costs money to run, and I have windows.”

Lyla tutted under her breath, wandering about, inspecting everything. Zoe leaned against the door, watching her. It should have been irritating that Lyla was touching and analyzing everything, but it suddenly occurred to Zoe that she was the first person in her family to come by. Her mother and brother had shown no interest in her new apartment, and it was nice to have Lyla wandering around putting her stamp on everything.

Her grandmother went into Judy’s room, glancing inside briefly before coming back to the front door, pushing Zoe out of the way, and hauling a huge bag inside.

“I thought you might need some knick-knacks,” she said pointedly, and Zoe laughed with relief as her grandmother pulled out some fairy lights and two beautifully crocheted cushions, one of which had a “J” on it.

“Oh, thank God, it was looking like a prison in there.”

“It looks like an asylum. Who taught you how to decorate?”

“Mom.”

“Huh. Well, that explains it. That woman has the creativity of a walnut.”

Zoe sighed as her grandmother went into the room, pulling everything out of the bag and beginning to arrange it. Zoe lurched over to her in a panic as her grandmother gainfully grabbed a chair and climbed onto it to put up the lights. “Gamma, don’t you want me to help?”

“Absolutely not. Go shower, and get ready, and I’ll deal with this.”

“You don’t have to. Look, I need to leave soon anyway. I can’t leave you here; you might hurt yourself.”

Lyla stepped down from the chair and put her hands on her hips.

“You’re assuming you’re going to collect Judy alone, are you?”

Zoe felt a rush of acute relief at her grandmother’s belligerent expression. “You’re coming with me?” she asked in a small voice.

“Well, I’m not letting you go alone, that’s for sure. We’re in this mess because of me. Please get ready, and we can leave in about 15 minutes,” she nodded behind her. “That’s all I’ll need to deal with this nightmare.”
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Forty minutes later, they were finally in the car and heading down the highway.

Zoe had decided that Max would only complicate things if she brought him along, so they dropped him off with Leo on the way.

Leo looked a little pissed that Zoe was taking Lyla with her instead of him, but the thought of him and Judy in the same room made her even more anxious than she already was.

Judy had a blunt, forceful way of appraising any of Zoe’s boyfriends. It had put enough of them off in her youth that she had decided keeping Leo and Judy separate for as long as possible was the best strategy.

“Did you talk to your mom?” Lyla asked.

“About what?”

“The weather. What do you think I’m talking about? Judy! Does she know her youngest daughter is coming home?”

Zoe bit her lip, signaling to move into the left-hand lane as an ambulance streaked up the highway, sirens blaring.

“No, I haven’t. Did you talk to her?”

Lyla laughed. “No. I was hoping you’d take that job off my hands. I don’t know how to tell Arlene my grocery list, let alone that Judy’s coming back to Sapphire. I love your sister dearly, but she excelled in pushing your mother’s buttons.”

Mom and everybody else…

“I haven’t…” Zoe broke off, swallowing around the lump in her throat. “I haven’t even called her to tell her we’re coming. I just let the staff break the news.”

Lyla reached a hand across the car and patted her on the thigh, humming in the back of her throat.

“This is all new territory, Zo. I’m not sure any of us are going to know what to do for a while.”

“I just hope she’s well enough to be back here in town again. She’s been a lot better lately, and the reports I’ve been getting from them have been encouraging.”

“They send you reports?”

Zoe shrugged. “Sometimes. I asked Judy if she’d be willing to sign a consent form. Just so I could know she was doing better. She’s been part of a program since she arrived there, and attends every week. There’s a daily routine, and she’s even made some friends in the group.” Zoe’s fingers clenched around the wheel. “And now we’re dragging her out of that to return to the town where she first started using. Bonus points for being around her mother, who drove her further over the edge.”

“Zoe, Zoe!” Lyla shrieked.

She gasped as the rental nearly hit the back of a van that had slowed in front of her. Zoe swerved violently to the left to avoid it and careered into the path of a truck that blared its horn as the driver screamed at her through his open window.

Zoe slammed on the accelerator to get free of them, blowing out a long breath.

“Shit, sorry.” She rubbed at her eyes, leaning forward on the wheel, panic beginning to build.

This is all my fault. If I hadn’t interfered, maybe she’d have gotten better on her own. This is the worst possible scenario for her leaving rehab.

“Listen to me, Zoe,” Lyla said sharply. “Are you listening?”

Zoe ground her teeth together, palms sweating onto the leather wheel. “Yes,” she bit out.

“You are not to blame for your sister. You are not responsible for her. I know you feel like you are, but you have done more to support her over the years than anyone else. You couldn’t have done more, and at some point, she was always going to have to go back into the world and try to live in it. She will either succeed or she will fail, and that is on her, not you.”

“She has a disease, Gamma. She’s not well.”

“True. But a lot of people have illnesses they battle every day. Judy’s no different. And she’ll be in the best possible place she can because of the work she’s done at the center you paid for.”

Zoe took a deep breath and nodded.

“What about Mom? And Phil? Christ, he hasn’t even said her name since she left.”

“Your brother can make his own choices, and your mother made hers a long time ago. Just remember that how you feel, and how others feel, is valid. The main thing is that we protect Judy from them bringing their own issues into her life. That’s the last thing she needs. But you don’t get to take on her survival. No one can do that except for her.”

Zoe glanced over at Lyla, and her grandmother patted her knee.

“We all have to do our best. No one can ask for more than that.”
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The Orchid Heart Rehabilitation Center was on the main road out of Charleston. The high walls surrounding it made it look pretty unfriendly as you drove inside, but the building itself was modern and painted a soothing eggshell green.

Zoe pulled up outside, parked the car, and leaned back in her seat.

“What if we go in there and she’s gone?” she asked, voicing the main fear that had dogged her since they left her apartment.

Lyla turned to face her, and Zoe was reminded of the difference in age between them in that moment. Her grandmother’s expression was one of resigned acceptance, something that Zoe had always struggled to grasp when it came to her younger sister.

I have to help her. I have to save her.

“If she’s gone, then this isn’t our fight any longer, Zoe. We’re here to help her; we’ve been helping her. What she does with that is her choice.” Lyla cocked her head on one side. “Do you want me to go and get her? You could stay here.”

“No. No. It’s okay. I saw her a couple of months ago. I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

Zoe got out of the car, the heat hitting her the moment she did so. The pale slabs outside the center reflected the sun back at her, and shimmering lines of heat rose in every direction on the baking concrete.

The AC that blasted her face as she stepped inside the automatic doors was a soothing contrast as they made their way to the reception desk.

Zoe had half expected a scene. She had imagined walking in to find her sister screaming that she wouldn’t leave, that she hated her, throwing vases and tables over her head in a fit of pique.

Instead, it was deathly still inside. The receptionist took their name, nodded, and picked up her phone, telling whoever was on the other end that the Fontaine family had arrived.

Zoe sat down, and Lyla settled beside her, looking around with a small smile.

“This kind of reminds me of when you picked me up from the home, and I was being kicked out for bad behavior.” She gave a little huff of laughter. “I wonder where Judy gets it from.”

Zoe struggled to affect the same casual tone as her grandmother. Her mind was spiraling, catastrophizing every potential scenario that might take place, each one worse than the last.

She pictured Judy walking out of the facility, not speaking to either of them, and disappearing down the road without a word. Or worse, her mind conjured images of nurses appearing from all sides, running frantically through the narrow doors as Judy was wheeled out on a gurney.

Every awful reality passed through her head, and slowly she began to experience the first symptoms of a panic attack. She hadn’t had one for years, but when she looked down, her hands were shaking, her chest fluttering with fear.

Cool fingers gripped hers, squeezing hard. “It’s going to be okay, Zoe. Take a long, deep breath.”

Then the doors opened, and Judy walked out. It was profoundly anticlimactic.

Her hair was a little longer than it had been when Zoe had seen her before. Still cut into a strict bob, but dangling closer to her shoulders than her chin. She was wearing a sweater that hung off her slim frame, the color matching her eyes perfectly.

Judy’s face was expressionless as her gaze landed on her and Lyla. Their grandmother stood up, while Zoe remained seated, unsure of what to do or how to act.

What do I say? Should I apologize?

Judy went to the reception desk, handed something over, and then walked up to them.

There was a backpack on her back that Zoe hadn’t seen in years. She stared at the flashing pins and badges all over it, stormed with a swirl of memories at the sight. Zoe had a long keychain, cascading with rainbows keychains that reached almost to the floor. That bag had been the prelude to it.

In college, Zoe had been obsessed with pins, badges, and patches of all sizes. She bought anything that had a rainbow on it and attached it to the bag. For an absurd moment, she was blinded by resentment.

I looked for that goddamn thing for months.

“Hi Judy!” Lyla exclaimed, gathering her sister into a hug as Judy’s pale green eyes fixed on Zoe. She didn’t smile, even as Lyla hugged her tightly against her.

“Hi, Gams,” Judy said, pulling away prematurely and extricating herself from Lyla’s arms. “Is it just the two of you?”

Zoe blinked at her. She can’t seriously have been expecting Mom and Phil to come.

“Yep, it’s just us. Zoe’s driving, because my eyes aren’t what they used to be. Do you have any other bags?”

Judy nodded as a porter appeared in the doorway and wheeled a small white case over to her. It was oddly pristine, as if it were brand new, and Zoe frowned at it. She didn’t remember her having that when she came in.

“Is your car out front?” Judy asked, picking up the case expectantly. Zoe glanced over Judy’s shoulder, a cold sense of dread spreading through her.

Is that it? We’re going right now? I’m not ready for any of this.

“Is there anyone you need to say goodbye to?” she asked.

“I’ve done all that.”

“Oh. Okay. Sure, let’s go.”

Zoe and Lyla both went to take the case off her at the same time, but Lyla got there first. Judy stared at her grandmother with a slight frown on her face as Lyla plucked it from her fingers and marched out the door.

“What’s she doing here?” Judy asked.

“Um…” Zoe sought for the right thing to say, desperate for their first interaction to be a positive one. “Moral support.”

Oh fantastic. Well done, Zoe.

Judy smirked. “Figures.” She raised her eyebrows. “You’re looking at my backpack a lot. You want it back?”

Zoe held back a scowl. “No. Let’s just go.”

They followed Lyla over the sunbaked parking lot, the trees around the edges casting small shadows as they made their way to her car. There was no breeze; the sun relentless as they walked through.

Judy was ashen-pale, her skin chapped and dry. Zoe thought about offering her some sunscreen but decided it would just start an argument.

It would be easier to list the things that won’t start an argument at this rate.

She popped the trunk and lifted Judy’s case inside.

“Is this your car?” Judy asked.

“I rent it,” she replied as Lyla went round to get in.

To her horror, her grandmother got in the back seat, allowing Judy to climb in the front. Zoe stood paralyzed by indecision as she hovered beside the car.

She didn’t want Judy in front with her; there was too much pressure to make small talk. Her chest ached as she tried to keep it together, unsure whether she wanted to scream or break down in tears.

Looking one last time at the rehab center behind her, she got in the car, reversing quickly out of the lot and getting back on the road.

Judy hadn’t had anyone to see her off. No nurses, no friends, no one. Was that normal? It didn’t feel normal.

Zoe signaled to take the ramp onto the highway and glanced at Judy, whose eyes were on the key chain hanging down by her feet.

“You know, they sell key chains at Orchid. I could have got you one that says, ‘one day at a time’ to add to your collection,” she said sarcastically.

Zoe bundled the key chain up and placed it onto her seat. “Thanks, I think I’d rather stick to rainbows.”

Judy’s mouth twisted into a sneer. “Yeah. Wouldn’t we all.”

Zoe caught her grandmother’s eye in the rearview and put her foot down as they sped along the highway back toward Sapphire.

The silence stretched. Zoe could tell Lyla was trying to think of something to say, but after the basic small talk of ‘how are you feeling?’ and ‘are you thirsty?’ there was no more conversation.

Judy fell asleep as they approached Sapphire, but Zoe was too worried she was faking it to say anything to Lyla.

As they pulled up to the bridge over the Panway, passing the Dunridge Development on their right, Judy opened her eyes again.

“Huh. I kind of hoped we were at Mom’s already so I could get it over with.”

Zoe glanced at her nervously. “Uh. Mom doesn’t know you’re back in Sapphire yet.”

She swallowed as Judy went very still. “What? How the hell doesn’t she know I’m back if I’m living with her?”

Zoe shook her head. “You’re not living with Mom, I thought you could stay with me.”

“Um… where do you live?”

“I rent an apartment on the other side of town. It’ll just be you, me, and my dog, Max.”

“You do not have a dog.”

“I do.”

“Jesus.”

Judy’s tone was monosyllabic and impossible to read. She leaned against the window, staring out at the buildings passing by. Zoe was desperate to ask her what it was like being back, but couldn’t bring herself to open the topic.

“Am I sleeping on the couch?” she asked.

“No. I have a spare room.”

“Well, bully for you.”

“Judy, don’t be petulant.”

Those were the first words out of Lyla for some time, but they cut through the car like shards of glass. Judy pursed her lips, her mouth quirking up at the corner. Her younger sister had always actively railed against Arlene, rebelling against anything their mother told her to do.

Lyla was a different story and tended to influence Judy by sheer force of will.

“Alright,” Judy said eventually. “Thanks, I guess. I didn’t expect you to put me up. I’ll get my own place once I’ve saved enough.”

Zoe nodded. “Sure. It’s just temporary.”

Judy leaned forward, watching the gas station pass by, staring at the town square and the pastel facades of the buildings on Jefferson Street. “I forgot how beat up this place was,” she said sullenly. “Does nothing change in this town?”

Zoe pressed her mouth into a thin line, saying nothing. The town hadn’t changed; all she could do now was hope her sister had.
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“Do you want me to come up?”

Lyla stood beside the car, watching Judy wander up to the front door. Zoe couldn’t imagine what it must be like for her sister to be out in the world again after so many months in rehab. Judy’s shoulders were slumped, head bowed as she gave the apartment building a hollow-eyed stare.

Should I have prepared more for this? All I’ve done is barely organize her room.

“I don’t know,” she said simply. “I guess you could come up. Do you want to? We could go in together, or maybe it would be best if she went in alone?” She blew out a long breath. “However this goes, it’s gonna be a shit show.”

“You don’t know that,” Lyla said, somewhat sternly. “Try to think positively. Sometimes these things can become a self-fulfilling prophecy.”

“Pfft, yeah. I’m good at those.”

“Why don’t the two of you come over to Edith’s tonight, and we can make you dinner. I know you can’t cook worth a damn.”

“How dare you? I made a bagel yesterday morning.” She gave Lyla a tight smile as her grandmother rolled her eyes. “Yes, please, dinner would be great.”

“Just come by any time after eight. And remember, Zoe, it isn’t just Judy who’ll be adjusting. This is new for the both of you.”

Lyla closed the door of the car and headed back down the hill into town.

“Do you want me to drop you home?” Zoe called after her.

“No, the walk will do me good. See you later.”

Zoe turned back to Judy, who was hovering at the front door, looking up at the building with the same morose expression. Zoe went around to the trunk to retrieve her case, pulling it out with too much force, and the thing nearly flew out of her hand. It was so light she could barely believe there was anything in it.

She ambled up the drive, giving Judy her best smile, but as she caught a glimpse of her reflection in the glass, it looked more like a grimace.

They made their way upstairs, Zoe fumbling with her keychain as she went, looping it around her hand while she tried not to drop the case. As she opened her apartment door, they both stood on the threshold, Judy keeping the case in front of her like a shield. She turned to Zoe, frowning.

“Didn’t you say you had a dog?”

“Yeah, but he’s not here right now. I thought it would be best if he weren’t here to begin with, so you can settle in.”

“Well, where is he?”

“He’s at Leo’s.”

“Oh yeah, the boyfriend. I can’t believe you’re going out with Leo Rowden. He is way too good-looking for you.”

Judy pushed the case inside as Zoe glared at her.

I wondered how long it would take before she started snarking at me. Didn’t even manage to make us coffee before the first one.

“Your room’s around the corner,” Zoe muttered.

Judy wandered over, the case wheel squeaking as she pulled it behind her.

“Wow,” she said, “What a palace!”

Lyla had done a good job of making the room look more presentable. Little fairy lights glimmered from the ceiling, and she’d put a thin piece of material behind the bed with gold flecks in it that caught the light.

The rug and comforter Zoe had added had been removed, and her grandmother had replaced them with some brighter blankets and pillows, but it was still wholly uninspiring.

Judy pushed the case into the center of the room, standing very still as she took it all in.

“Look, I know you don’t want to be here,” Zoe said finally.

“What are you talking about?” Judy said. “I’m living the dream!”

“I’m sorry the apartment isn’t bigger.”

“Well, if it were, you’d probably be able to keep paying for rehab.”

Zoe rubbed at her arm awkwardly as Judy tested out the mattress, glancing over at her as she gave a hollow chuckle.

“I’m kidding, Zo. Is this how it’s gonna be from now on? I can’t even make a joke?”

Her gaze was laser-focused. That was another thing about Judy: when her attention was on you, you felt like the center of her world. She had always been very intense as a child, but it seemed even more pronounced now.

“I don’t know how things are gonna be, Jude,” Zoe said honestly, and Judy’s smirk disappeared.

She looked around at the floor, nodding solemnly. “Well, I’m glad you got hardwood anyways, at least if I throw up or die on it, it’s easy to clean.”

Zoe sucked in a sharp breath. “Christ, Judy.”

But her sister didn’t look at her again, just turning back to the bed and beginning to unpack. Zoe hovered for a while, but it seemed that any more conversation between them was over. Relief chased the guilt away, and she quickly went back to the main room and perched on a chair, uncertain what to do.

She checked her watch. It was a few hours until they needed to head to Mrs. B’s house.

Should I let Judy know that’s what we’re doing? What if she refuses to come with me? I can’t leave her here alone. Should I just tell her she has no choice?

“I’m going to take a shower.”

She looked up. Judy had a bright red towel over her shoulder, a toothbrush sticking out of her mouth. Her frail body was even more on display beneath the strap top she wore, her collarbones sticking out at sharp angles.

“Okay,” Zoe muttered as Judy shrugged, heading into the bathroom and closing the door.

The long key chain was still in Zoe’s hand, and her fingers ran over each ring one by one. She looked down, examining them in turn, each representing a different chapter in her life. It was nice seeing her life in technicolor when right about then it seemed like a beige mess.

At the end of the chain, she came to the penultimate key ring. It was a pastel rainbow with the name ‘Zoe’ stamped across one arch; the colors faded over time.

Judy had bought it for her as a joke for her eighteenth birthday. Then, at the end of the party, Zoe had walked in on her, covered in her own vomit, lifeless on the bathroom floor.

A shiver ran down her spine as she rose, shoving the key chain in a drawer and heading to the kitchen to make some coffee.
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Zoe suggested they walk to Mrs. Bornstein’s, thinking that it might be nice for her sister to familiarize herself with the town again. But as soon as they set foot outside, she realized her mistake.

As they approached Jefferson Street, a large group of people appeared ahead of them, laughing together. Fear spiked through her chest, and she abruptly turned right, walking away from the main thoroughfare and down the backroads. The day had been stressful enough without yet more people weighing in on her sister’s return and a lot of them would have less than favorable memories of Judy.

For many who lived in the town, drugs were an ‘outside’ problem, and Judy’s experience was an isolated incident of a bad apple rotting the basket. The townsfolk could be pretty unforgiving about anything they perceived as disturbing their peace, and Zoe wasn’t ready to face their disapproval as well as her own.

“You’re very quiet,” Judy said, their footsteps echoing up the hill as they went up Forster Street toward Mrs. Bornstein’s house.

Zoe kicked a stone ahead of her, searching for a safe topic. “Is it weird? Being back?” she asked eventually.

Judy didn’t reply immediately. “It should be. But things are just where I left them. Same streets, same smells, same judgement.”

“You don’t think Sapphire’s changed at all?”

“You do?”

“Well… we have two indie coffee shops now!” she stated, trying to inject some enthusiasm into her voice.

“I stand corrected,” Judy replied.

“Seth Bowen runs one of them. Do you remember him?”

“God, yes, I had such a crush on him in high school.”

“Maybe we should go in and see him. I bet he remembers you.”

“Uh-huh. Sure.”

They continued up the road, the shadow of the mountains making everything around them darker and gloomier all of a sudden.

Mrs. Bornstein’s house came into view, and Zoe could see Satan’s fluffy outline waiting for them on the window ledge. As they got to the bottom of the drive, the door opened.

“You must be Judy!”

Mrs. B padded over to them in her slippers, a hand wafting in the air as she smiled manically.

Judy marched forward without hesitation, her hand outstretched. “Hi! That’s me. I’m the crazy drug addict sister. Thanks for having us.”

Mrs. B’s mask didn’t falter. “Your grandmother said you were funny. Won’t you come inside?”

Zoe shuffled in after them, grateful that Mrs. B didn’t seem easily offended by Judy’s flippant manner. The cats swarmed forward as she closed the door behind her and rubbed all over her legs as she heard Lyla greeting her sister in the other room.

In her typical organized way, Mrs. B had arranged dinner for eight o’clock precisely, and they hadn’t been in the house more than a few minutes before they were sitting down at the table.

The dinner turned out to be less awkward than Zoe had expected. Judy was more talkative than she had been all day, as if she were on her best behavior around Mrs. B.

Her sister also appeared to be some kind of cat whisperer. Several of them fought for space on her lap, and Satan even jumped up on the back of her chair and meowed loudly in her ear for attention.

Zoe watched her sister throughout the meal, trying to figure out what was off about her. She didn’t look unhappy, just fake. Her smile never reached her eyes, her conversation too forced and enthusiastic.

As the dessert was brought out Judy actually clapped her hands together in excitement and Lyla and Zoe exchanged a puzzled glance as she extolled the virtues of strawberries and cream.

Whatever she was trying with Mrs. B it was working. By the end of the meal, the older woman was beaming around at the table, and as Zoe and Judy headed home, she was already saying she would send over some dates for their next evening together.

It was only when the door closed behind them that Judy’s body language changed. She didn’t exactly slump forward, but the rigidity of her spine reduced. She patted her pockets, pulling out a packet of cigarettes and lighting one.

“When did you start smoking again?”

Judy gave her a side eye. “Oh, I never stopped. I lied about that.”

“Isn’t lying frowned upon in rehab?”

“Yeah, but they don’t care so much about nicotine.”

Zoe watched the cloud of smoke seep out of her sister’s mouth. She despised smoking, and the smell made her feel sick.

“If you run out of money, I’m not buying you cigarettes,” she muttered.

“I know. I’m making this pack last.”

They continued down the hill, and Judy slowed her pace, looking into the town and raising her eyebrows at Zoe.

“I know you were hiding me away earlier, but I’d like to have a walk. It’s been a long time since I was out here.”

“I wasn’t hiding you away.”

“Why did we go down all the back streets then?”

“I thought it might be weird for you if you bumped into someone you knew.”

“Weird for me? Or weird for you?”

Zoe sighed, heading in the direction of the Sapphire Café, her feet leading the way on a well-trodden path.

As they approached the familiar façade, a memory hit her full in the face. The first night she had spent in Sapphire, after years being away, she had gravitated to this very building. The first person she had met was Seth Bowen. She had sat in one of the chairs now stacked against the window and ordered a hot chocolate, wondering what the hell she was doing there.

Maybe that’s just how Judy feels. Life throws you curveballs sometimes, and all your plans go out the window.

They continued on, Zoe trying to find appropriate words to mark the moment. They hadn’t walked these streets together in over ten years. There were times when she had wondered if they ever would again.

But Judy seemed to be heading for something. Every time they reached a crossroads, she walked confidently ahead as if she had a destination in mind, but Zoe couldn’t think what it could be.

They were heading out of town, the shape of Leo’s clinic in the distance. She could see the squat shapes of trucks in the lot like upside-down Lego bricks in the gathering darkness.

Judy blew out the last remnants of her cigarette and threw it down a drain as they passed, arriving at the bottom end of a long street called Kirkwell Place. It was similar to Forster Street, where Mrs. B lived, rising slowly upward on an incline into the mountains. The houses on either side were small terraces, nothing of the decadence of where their mother lived.

“Do you know someone here?” Zoe asked.

Judy shook her head. “No. I just wanted to walk to the outskirts of the town.”

The shell of an old Bowl-a-Rama rose up on their left, the facade broken down and wilting in the heat, flapping pieces of fabric fluttering over the sign. There was an old Pepsi vending machine on its side out front, with weeds pushing out through the buttons.

“Well, shall we go back then?”

The scent of cigarette smoke lingered on Judy’s clothing, the lines around her mouth faint but visible after the strain of the last few years.

“I’m gonna walk around for a little while,” she said and began to walk away. Zoe had forgotten how blunt she could be. There was no preamble with Judy.

“When will you be home?”

Judy turned, her arms swinging round after her, the sleeves of her sweater fluttering loosely.

“Who’s asking, my jailor or my sister?”

Zoe scowled at her. “Nice.”

“I’ll be back when I’m back, Zo. I’m not gonna screw up this early on. It’s the third week when you’ll really have to watch me like a hawk.”

She continued on her way, a skip in her step as she headed down the street, as if she were carefree and happy and there was nothing to trouble her.

“Jude!” Zoe called after her.

Her sister turned, stretching her arms in the air and spinning in place. “Don’t you trust me, Zo?”

Something crept through her then, a feeling so familiar and unwelcome that she had to hold back a sneer.

I haven’t trusted you for a long time.

“Of course.”

“I’ll be back.”

Zoe watched her until she faded into the darkness. Then she watched the darkness for a little while and eventually went home with a sense of loss in her heart that she couldn’t dispel
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Zoe woke on Sunday morning with a headache. She had been up most of the night waiting for Judy to come home, which finally happened at 4 a.m., the click of the door waking her from a doze.

Listening to Judy tiptoe to her room, she had lain awake in bed, staring at the ceiling, experiencing the worst anxiety of her life.

Every bad memory from her past resurfaced.

She couldn’t help imagining the walk across the apartment to Judy’s room, opening the door in slow motion like a bad movie, and finding her passed out on the floor, pills scattered around her like confetti.

The spiral didn’t abate until she fell into a restless sleep around six. It was now eight o’clock, and it felt like her whole body had been hit by a train.

The responsibility, the fear, and the overwhelming sense of helplessness were all piling together. It was a feeling Zoe hadn’t experienced so acutely in years—she hadn’t missed it.

By the time Judy began moving about, her footsteps reverberating through the thin floors of the apartment, Zoe was hunched over the breakfast counter, the French press on the side, a large coffee cradled in her hands.

Judy shuffled out of her room, scratching her hair and yawning widely. She wore an oversized t-shirt with a cat eating noodles on it.

“That plant isn’t looking so hot,” she said, pointing to the monstera by the window.

“No. It’s been like that for a while,” Zoe muttered.

Judy nodded, stretching her arms over her head before walking into the bathroom. It was amazing how easily they had fallen into their old roles. After all the pep talks, the resolutions, the promises, Zoe was still just the silent partner. She asked no questions and hoped for the best.

And where did that get me last time? The ER.

She drained her coffee, the lukewarm liquid slipping down her throat as she heard the shower turn on.

Hopping off the barstool, she went to her desk and cleared away the papers scattered across the surface. At 3 a.m., unable to sleep, she had picked a mundane activity to try to tire out her mind—reading zoning change documents had felt like a good choice.

“What’s that?”

She nearly dropped the sheaf of papers in her hands as Judy suddenly appeared beside her.

“Jesus, I thought you were showering.”

“I was. I forgot my shower gel. Why do you have a load of city planning paperwork?”

“It’s research on a story,” Zoe murmured.

“Is it to do with the guy you were looking for when you came to Charleston?”

As Zoe looked up at her, Judy’s eyes were bright and curious. She seemed genuinely interested.

“Uh, yeah. Kind of.”

“Did you ever find him?”

Zoe smiled. “Yes. Eventually.”

“I’m glad. I remember Rick Fisher. He was so small and weird. I figured he would grow up to either be a nerd or a pervert.”

“Oh my God, Judy. Do you have to talk about people like that?”

“What? It’s not my fault the guy used to wear golfing sweaters and tuck his pants into his socks.”

“Oh yeah!” Zoe chuckled. “I forgot his fashion sense.”

“I liked him anyway; he was never an asshole to me,” Judy said sincerely.

“I’ll let him know if he ever comes back to town.”

“He didn’t come back with you?”

“Nope,” Zoe said carefully. “I think he pissed off some people. Rick was researching some things that had gotten him into trouble. He decided to lie low for a while.”

Placing the papers back in the folder, Zoe didn’t make eye contact, hoping her sister would drop the topic.

Judy’s brow furrowed. “And those people have stopped coming after him now?”

“Yeah.” She placed the papers beneath her laptop.

“Zo, ” Judy said sternly. “You’re not mixed up in that, are you?”

“Of course not! I was just looking for him. I found him, and now it’s all over.” Zoe cleared her throat. “I have to go out today. Leo and I are looking at a new car. I’ve been renting mine for months, and it’s costing me a fortune. What are your plans for the day?”

Judy shrugged. “I didn’t get much sleep. I’ll probably just chill here. Is that cool?”

The questions Zoe wanted to ask swarmed to the front of her mind. Where were you last night? Were you meeting someone? What were you doing?

“Do you have a cell phone?” she asked.

“No.”

Zoe dove into her bag. “This is my old one,” she said, handing over her beaten-up iPhone. “My number’s the only one in the contacts list. Would you at least text me to let me know if you go out? Please?”

“Have you talked to Mom?”

“No.”

“Have you talked to Phil?”

“I try to avoid talking to Phil at all costs.”

Judy snorted, waving the phone at her. “I’ll let you know my every move.”

“Great, thanks.”

Zoe left her in the living room, standing in a towel and staring at the phone like it was an alien object she’d never encountered before.

When she came out of her room, dressed and ready for the day, Judy was in sweatpants and a t-shirt, crouching beside the monstera plant and examining the leaves.

“I overwatered it,” Zoe said guiltily. “Leo bought it for me, and I haven’t had the guts to tell him I killed it.”

“It needs a bigger pot. Maybe that’s what I’ll do today, go buy this plant more suitable housing.”

“Um… do you have money?” Zoe asked, hating how awkward things were between them.

“I have some. I’ll get a job.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

Judy’s shoulders lowered a little, and she nodded. “I know. What type of car are you gonna get?”

“A cheap one. I’m running late, but I’ll see you later. Call me if you need anything.”

As she left the apartment and walked into town, she took some deep cleansing breaths, trying to banish the swirling negativity that seemed to have taken over her brain lately.

It was ninety-eight degrees and sweltering as she made her way down the hill, the town shimmering in the heat ahead of her. But as she reached Jefferson Street, there was a noticeable difference from the day before.

Flyers were plastered on several of the streetlights. The bright flower baskets had just been watered, and there was a halo of liquid dripping from each one, evaporating almost instantly on the dry ground.

Below every single basket was a picture of Deputy Simmons’ face staring back at her.

Zoe stopped to look at the flyers, noticing other members of the town doing the same. At the base of every sheet were the words “TAKE BACK OUR TOWN”.

Whatever I think about the man, that slogan is catchy as hell.

Simmons was pictured in the center, with a grim expression on his face, an eye-catching frame around the edge. The whole effect made him look serious, committed, and angry, which seemed to be going down pretty well with the townspeople.

A few men had gathered by a poster a little further down the street. They were huddled around it, chatting together and nodding. Zoe looked eagerly for Walker’s flyers too, but there were none to be found. Simmons’ face dominated every surface, like propaganda from World War II; everywhere she looked, his face glared back at her.

There had clearly been handouts, too, because a few customers at the café were holding a flyer, too, and there were a few shoved between the menus on the table.

Maybe Seth is a fan of Simmons. Why is that so disappointing?

Zoe went up the Sapphire Café steps to talk to him, but as she did so, a door banged down the side wall to her left and her brother appeared, walking briskly out of the rear exit. Zoe ducked instinctively behind a wall, hoping he hadn’t seen her.

If Phil found out that Judy was back in town, she didn’t know what he would do. As far as her brother was concerned, he only had one sister, and even that was negotiable.

She waited for another few seconds until he was out of sight, frowning at the side door, wondering why he had been coming out of Seth’s kitchen in the first place.

A blast of cold air hit her as she entered the cafe. The AC was on full, and there were about half a dozen people nursing iced lattes, basking in the cool.

One of them was Walker, who was hovering at the counter, coffee in hand, waiting for her food order.

“Hey,” Zoe said tentatively, and Walker glanced up from her phone screen. Her expression stilled for a fraction of a second before it broke into a warm smile.

“Oh, hey, Zoe,” Walker frowned. “You okay?”

Zoe shrugged. “Wondered whether you were talking to me. Kissinger told me the whole department is pretty pissed at the paper.”

“Yep!” Walker said brightly. “But if I held a grudge against everyone who didn’t like me, I’d never get anything done.”

“Hey, I like you!” Zoe said, laughing as Walker pretended to wipe sweat off her brow.

“Thank God, I was havin’ sleepless nights over here.”

“Yeah, yeah. Alright. All I’m saying is, I’m sorry if our article made things difficult for you, but we just printed what we saw.”

“I know that,” Walker said, surprising her. “If anythin’, that article opened my eyes to how we’re perceived. I mean, I always knew how cops could come across, but I kind of thought it didn’t have such an effect on a town like this. I reckon it’s gonna make me a better sheriff if I keep that in mind.”

Zoe smiled, reassured by her words as she nodded at the flyers flapping in the summer breeze outside.

“So, I saw all the posters up for Simmons. You got some of those, too?”

Walker raised her eyes to the ceiling. “Flashy little sucker. I can’t afford to print a load of posters, and I don’t like to ask for donations just to waste money on that kind of thing. I’m already workin’ as acting sheriff. It’s my job. Simmons can use all the fancy slogans he likes, he ain’t got the experience this town needs. I’m the candidate with integrity, and people know I’ll work hard.”

Zoe held back a wince.

Does Walker even know the people of this town? One flashy poster and a good slogan, and they’d send their kids after the Pied Piper.

“Fred, here’s your burrito!” Seth’s hand swooped past Zoe’s head and handed Walker a burrito that smelled like barbecue sauce.

“Thanks, Seth.”

Zoe grinned at him as he went back to the coffee machine, four cups on the go at once as he chatted to a guy at the end of the counter.

“The first sheriff’s debate is coming up soon, right?” Zoe asked Walker.

“Yep. Next Friday. Don’t worry, I’ll be ready.”

Zoe nodded encouragingly, and Walker tipped her hat to her. “Sorry, I gotta go. If you’re worried about the department getting pissy with the paper, maybe ask Seth to send over a box of croissants again.” She grinned broadly and Zoe laughed.

“Bribery always works on cops, right?”

“Every time!” Walker said, opening the door and making her way outside.

Zoe checked her watch, tempted to get herself an iced latte too, but she was already late to meet Leo. She’d have to wait to talk to Seth some other time.

Following the acting-sheriff out the door, she smiled as she saw Leo across the street, reading one of Simmon’s flyers.

He was leaning against a streetlight with Max on a leash beside him, his stance reminiscent of James Dean, leg cocked up, pointed boots on his feet, his long dark hair tied in a braid down his back.

Judy’s right, he’s way too good-looking for me.

Max saw her before Leo did and began to bark with excitement. His bark was still quiet compared to most dogs, but he was getting more confident using his voice. Leo looked down at him, grinning, and stroked him between his ears.

“Good boy! You see your mom?” he said happily, glancing up at Zoe. “Hey, you.”

“Well, hey, yourself, you look like a movie star.”

Leo looked down at his plaid shirt and jeans and frowned at her. “Think you got rose-colored glasses on when it comes to me,” he said. “But I ain’t complainin’.”

He gave her a quick kiss as Max tried to lick Zoe to death.

“I didn’t hear much from you last night,” Leo said, leaning back and giving her an assessing stare. “How’s Judy doin’?”

“Uh. She’s okay, I think. I mean, as okay as can be expected. Gamma had us over for dinner. Trying to play happy families.” A rush of emotion took her by surprise, and she swallowed around the lump in her throat.

“What’d Mrs. B make for dinner?” Leo asked, his jaw tightening. Zoe hid a smile. Leo and Mrs. B had a weird rivalry when it came to cooking.

“Why?” she asked pointedly. “Is it a competition?”

“Might as well be. You keep tellin’ me her cookin’ is amazin’ and it’s makin’ me nervous.”

Zoe laughed. “She made meatloaf. It was exquisite.”

Leo broke into a grin. “Screw you, Fontaine. I make a mean meatloaf, you’ve just never had it.”

Zoe’s heart swelled as he casually took her hand and led her down the street, Max trotting happily ahead.

“Tell you what. I’ll go pick up some ground beef sometime this week, and you bring Judy over, and I’ll prove mine is better.”

“I didn’t know you were so modest,” she said, grinning.

“When it comes to what goes inside you, I’m in charge,” he said, waggling his eyebrows at her, and Zoe laughed as they made their way to the car dealership.

She was feeling better already.
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Bowen Motors was a medium-sized car dealership in Whistle Falls. Once Zoe had met up with Leo they got into his truck and drove the ten-or-so minute journey up to the north side of town.

Whistle Falls wasn’t dissimilar to Sapphire, but there was an air of arrogance about the residents that always made the people of her hometown sneer if it was mentioned.

The neighborhood felt classier as you drove through it. Although colder and simpler—without the cheerful flower baskets on the main street—there were nicer facades on many of the shops. There was also a beautiful, organic supermarket that even Zoe couldn’t help staring at as they went by.

“There aren’t as many construction sites here, huh,” Zoe said bitterly, and Leo sighed.

“They already done all their building. That’s why there’s so much good housing here.”

“Linmans owns a lot of places in Whistle Falls, too. I was looking into some of the property deeds, and they’re all over the county.”

“You find anythin’ new?”

“Kind of. The mayor pushed through a bunch of zoning changes before he ran for state legislature. One of them was to reclassify the Orchard Grove site. “

“Is that unusual?”

“Not exactly, but it’s the lack of supporting documents that’s weird. When I checked the file at the clerk’s office a few months back, there was very little documentation from when the fire happened. Suspiciously little. To reclassify a building from a hazard to a development, you generally have to have D.E.P involvement.”

“D.E.P?”

“Department of Environmental Protection. I called them to ask about it. There should have been a Phase I Environmental Site Assessment at the very least, but I spoke to a friendly woman named Francis who ‘couldn’t lay her hands on anything’. I followed up with an email, and they got back to me almost immediately, saying they had no records pertaining to the site.” Zoe shook her head. “No way they have nothing. It’s suspicious as hell.”

She glanced at Leo, whose jaw was tight as he drove, hands gripping the wheel harder than usual. “You’re not gonna get into trouble again with this, are you, Zo?”

“I’m just checking records.”

“Uh-huh, and last time you checked records, you didn’t make many friends.”

“I’m being careful, Leo. I promise.”

They turned a corner and came upon the dealership unexpectedly, putting an end to their conversation.

Passing beneath a large banner advertising a “summer blowout sale”, the truck wheels crunched over a thick bed of gravel as Leo pulled up.

Even before she had stepped out of the truck, Zoe could tell she wasn’t going to like Justin Bowen. Leo’s casual comment that he was a ‘douchebag’ was somehow compounded by the four bright red Chevrolet trucks out front.

There were no fewer than eight American flags on the main building, along with an enormous picture of a man—presumably Justin Bowen—grinning down at them and giving a thumbs up. He had a thick head of dark hair in comparison to his brother, with the same strong jawline as Seth, but with more crooked teeth.

Leo and Zoe hopped out of the truck, and Zoe stared up at the picture, cocking her head to one side.

“I must have met him before, but I don’t remember his face at all.”

Leo flicked an irritated glance at the sign. “Maybe he’s improved since I last saw him. I sure hope so. You gonna let the tornado out of the truck or wait for him to break a window?”

Max was pawing desperately at the passenger side, and Zoe briefly stroked his head through the gap before crouching down and checking the heat of the asphalt.

“Man, it’s roasting already,” she said, “should I put Max’s shoes on? I think he’s gonna burn his paws.”

“Probably ain’t a bad idea. He hates ‘em, though.”

Zoe went into her bag and pulled out the little booties she had bought for Max. They were made from thin leather and could be secured around each foot with Velcro to stop his paws from burning in the heat.

She let him out, crouching down as he jumped up on her, licking her face as she tried to wrestle them on. After a few minutes of struggle, she looked imploringly at Leo, who chuckled and came over to help. The ground was boiling to the touch, and she could feel it seeping through the soles of her shoes.

Once the booties were on, Max did a funny little trot to the side and stumbled into Leo’s legs, making a whining sound. But after a minute or two, he was gingerly prancing about beside them, testing out his balance, and Zoe frowned at Leo, who was laughing at him.

“Sorry,” Leo said sheepishly. “He just looks so cute and confused.”

“You’d be confused too if you’d never worn shoes before and then someone shoved them on your feet without asking!”

“I know that, Zo! Come on, I’m just jokin’.”

“Ignore your dad, Max,” Zoe said, scratching the dog’s neck. “He’s an idiot.”

Leo grunted, and they headed toward the cars in the back. Zoe pulled out her sunglasses as the sun reflected off the windshields, Max panting heavily beside her.

“I have no idea what I’m looking for,” she said helplessly. “I don’t want to be a total ‘girl’ about this, but they all look the same to me. If I can get from A to B I don’t really care.”

“Four-wheel drive, reliable engine, low mileage. That’s what my dad always told me to look for, anyways.”

“I don’t need anything big.”

She looked around the lot at the black, white, and red cars all around her. There was a bearded guy up a ladder a little further along, working on a string of lights. His cap was jammed on his head, eyes squinting against the sun as he hammered nails into the edge of the wooden overhang.

“Mornin’, folks!”

Zoe turned to find Justin Bowen standing behind her, the giant billboard of his face confirming it had to be him. She immediately changed her mind about his looks. He was handsome, like his brother, but there was a greasy quality to him that Seth didn’t have.

Max hid behind her legs, looking up at Bowen uncertainly as Zoe nodded hello. “Hi, are you Justin?”

“That’s me. Hey, Rowden. I haven’t seen you in years.”

“Justin,” Leo’s tone was clipped but friendly.

“You must be Zoe,” Bowen continued. “I seen your picture in the paper. Didn’t you go on, like, one date with my brother a few months back?”

“Uh… yeah,” Zoe said awkwardly, glancing back at Leo who raised a sardonic eyebrow. “We’re just friends now, though. I drop into the Sapphire Café almost daily. He’s a great barista.”

Justin scoffed. “Yeah, because he didn’t want a real career. Makin’ coffee’s for little sissy boys.”

“We’re lookin’ for a car for Zoe,” Leo interrupted, his tone sharp and suddenly a lot less jovial than it had been.

“Well, you come to the right place. What’re ya lookin’ for?”

Zoe eyed him carefully. She hated that the stereotypes about women and cars were so true for her, but she had no idea about any of it. She could probably have found the part of the engine where the oil went, but other than that, cars were an enigma.

“I just want something small. My budget isn’t that big. You have financing?”

“Sure do! Come this way.”

As they walked past the guy up the ladder, he swore colorfully as he dropped his drill with a loud clatter. It missed an expensive-looking SUV by about a foot.

“Mark!” Justin hollered. “Would you come help Jay before he puts a dent in that Escalade and spikes my insurance?”

A young guy with blond hair scooted past, picking up the drill and passing it up to the guy on the ladder as they continued on. Justin shook his head, muttering to himself about incompetent contractors as they came up on a line of Honda Civics.

“So I don’t reckon you can go much wrong with a Civic,” he said, holding out an arm over the cars. “They hold their value pretty well, and they’re reliable as hell. Ford Focus, too, is a good choice. That black one has less than twenty thousand miles on it. Old lady owned it and ran it down to the shops a few times a week, so it’s a good deal.”

His eyes moved over Zoe’s shoulder, as there was a rumble of a car engine close behind. They all turned to see a police car roll up.

“Oh, hang tight a second,” Justin said. “I wasn’t expectin’ ‘em to come so fast. Just let me talk to the cops real quick.”

“Is everything okay?” Zoe asked.

“Yeah, we just had the weirdest thing happen last night. Somebody boosted one of the old cars I got here. Piece of shit’s worth nothin’ but it was the only one they took. I almost didn’t report it, but my wife insisted.”

“What type of car was it?” Zoe asked.

Justin shrugged. “A Neon. It had a busted taillight. I’m surprised they managed to get it out without the whole neighborhood wakin’ up, the engine sounded like a tank. Anyhow, just give me a sec, I gotta talk to Simmons.”

Zoe glanced over at the cop car that had rolled to a stop. Simmons got out, hands on his belt, looking like he owned the place.

“All he needs is a toothpick hanging out of his mouth and the look will be complete,” Zoe muttered bitterly.

Simmons was tall and lithe, with a long nose that was perpetually red, raw, and running. He seemed to be allergic to the world in general and, even now, Zoe could see a box of tissues on his dash.

“I have no idea what a “Neon” is,” Leo said, frowning after them as the two men wandered over to an empty space on the right-hand side.

“That I actually do know,” Zoe said. “Judy used to have one. A Dodge Neon. It was beat up to shit and broke down constantly. It was also this weird murky purple color that looked brown under streetlights. She drove that thing until…” she trailed off.

“Until what?”

“Uh… until she ran off with all our stuff.”

Leo’s hand found hers, squeezing her fingers gently. “What’s Judy doin’ today?”

“Staying in my apartment, I hope. I might have to tie her to the bed. Even thinking about her walking around town gives me anxiety.”

“Wanna invite her over for dinner? I can cook.”

Zoe’s stomach flipped. “Thanks. But I think I’ll leave her to get settled in for a little longer first.”

Leo nodded, watching Justin, his jaw clenched. “You know what, I think Justin might be occupied for a while. Let’s try a different dealership another day.”

“What? But we only just got here.”

“I know, but I don’t like the guy. He talks smack about Seth all the time, and I don’t appreciate it.”

“But you hate Seth!” she said, laughing, but Leo didn’t crack a smile, his brow furrowing all the more.

“Seth hates me. I ain’t really got a problem with the guy. Come on. Let’s go get some lunch, and I’ll drop you back to Judy.”

Zoe stared after him, confused by the abrupt change in his demeanor. Simmons and Justin were laughing together as the deputy made some notes on his pad. As she looked at the main building, she noted that his flyers were all over the windows inside. It was obvious who Justin would be voting for.

She followed Leo, Max padding beside her, looking at the empty spot where the Neon must have been and wondering why anyone would steal a car so much older than all the others.
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Zoe was amazed at how much Judy could sleep. After her late night on Saturday, she had barely moved for the rest of the weekend except to get up for a cigarette.

Zoe checked in on her a few times, but her sister was always dead to the world, face down in bed, and barely moving. The only time she had been the least bit animated was when Zoe brought Max home, but even then, the dog was so shy they didn’t interact for long, and Judy ended up passing out on the couch.

On Monday morning, Zoe stood in the living room, staring at Judy’s door, wondering what to do. Ordinarily, she would have taken the day off.

But then what?

Even if she continually took leave to monitor her sister and make sure she wasn’t doing anything she shouldn’t, eventually she would have to go back to work. It was just as Lyla had said—either Judy would sink or swim.

Am I insane for expecting this time to be different? Isn’t that the definition of madness?

Zoe pulled out her phone and sent a text to let Judy know she was leaving and would be back at lunch. When no response came through, she grabbed Max and headed out.

If she stayed, it wasn’t as if it would make any difference anyway. Over the weekend, they had redefined the term small talk. Zoe had confirmed what pizza toppings Judy liked, whether she still took sugar in her coffee, and if she understood the shower controls.

They hadn’t talked about anything important, and when Zoe had broached the subject of her recovery, Judy closed up every time.

Nausea churned through her as she got into the car. It felt insane to be leaving Judy unsupervised after a day and a half being home.

If anything happens to her, I’m the one responsible.

As she turned the corner of the street, her cellphone rang with a call from Tripp, and she answered immediately, grateful for the distraction.

“Hey boss,” she said with forced enthusiasm. “I’m sorry, I’m running late this mor—”

“I’m not calling about that. Can you stop by Kissinger’s place on the way in? I called Bielke, but he’s taking his mother to the hospital this morning.”

“Kissinger’s place? Why?”

“Got a tip from Simmons. He’s been robbed, apparently.”

“Kissinger has been robbed? Are the thieves suicidal?”

“Seems so, are you nearby?” Tripp asked.

“Yes, I’ll go now. How did Simmons tip off our paper? I thought the cops all hated us?”

“Kissinger hates us. Simmons is a good guy. He came by last night to ask about advertising his campaign in the paper. I’ve agreed on a front page ad for him in this week’s issue.”

“Has Walker asked for space, too?”

”Who?”

“Our current Acting-Sheriff Walker? The other candidate.”

“Oh. No. I haven’t heard from her,” Tripp mumbled.

Zoe’s lips thinned. Is Walker even running a campaign?

“Are you on your way?” Tripp asked.

“Yeah. Is Kissinger in? He’s not my biggest fan.”

“I have no idea, but we want this story before anyone else gets it. Get there as soon as you can.”

He hung up, and Zoe rolled her eyes as she signaled to turn around and head back toward Kissinger’s house. She couldn’t get her head around why anyone would target him; he wasn’t exactly known for his affluent lifestyle. Zoe had repeatedly seen him wearing the same faded flannel shirt and Dickies jacket at cookouts.

The old sheriff lived only a few streets over from her mother’s place, but the houses were smaller, with wider yards. To her surprise, it had changed a lot since her youth.

The long path up to the front door was still as straight as an arrow, the lawn neatly cut on either side, but the brick wall that had once run along the front had been changed to a wooden fence, with flowers and trees sprouting up behind it in beautiful technicolor.

The flower beds were meticulously maintained without a weed in sight, and the double frontage now had an extension that looked like a garage turned game room.

The house was classy but not ostentatious, and as Zoe pulled up and got Max out of the car, she walked slowly up the path, admiring the way the plants had been arranged in a straight line in every bed.

As she made her way toward the front door, a head popped up to her right.

Agatha was kneeling beside a rose bush, weeding one of the beds. She had gardening gloves on with a bright pink trim that matched the ribbon on her sunhat.

She was also wearing bright pink Crocs and an apron covered in clothes pegs. It was a very different image from the bejeweled woman she had met before.

“Oh, hey, Zoe!” she said, but the warmth of her voice was subdued, and her lips trembled slightly as she rose to her feet, removing her gloves. “I wondered whether someone might come by from the paper. Is this about the robbery?”

Zoe stopped just before she set foot on the grass, Max sitting obediently beside her, panting in the heat.

“Yeah, Tripp called me. I’m so sorry to hear about it, Agatha. Are you both okay?”

Agatha scoffed. “Oh yes. Pete is furious, of course, but the cops aren’t…” She fell silent, glancing down the street. “Would you like to come inside? Pete’s out right now.”

Zoe nodded. “Sure. Let me just put Max in the car, I’ll—”

“No, no, bring him, too. I love dogs. Pete won’t know if we don’t tell him.” She smiled playfully and walked up the path. Zoe followed, looking at the perfect edging on the lawn and the tasteful terracotta pots all over the porch steps.

Everything was so clean and tidy that it almost made her envious of the garden.

“Come in, come in!” Agatha said. “You thirsty? I have some freshly made pink lemonade, just like in The Sound of Music!”

Zoe laughed. “Yeah, that sounds great. What goes into pink lemonade, anyway?”

“A hell of a lot of sugar, lemons and raspberries. But it’s good for what ails ya.”

“Thanks, I’d love some.”

Agatha turned, bending down to Max. “And how about you, young man? I think we have some leftover roast beef if your mom’ll let you have some?”

“Oh, he’d love that,” Zoe said, smiling, as Agatha bustled off and came back with a metal plate with some pieces of beef neatly lined across it.

Max’s nose was going crazy as she placed it on the floor beside the table, and they both took a seat as he began to eat it enthusiastically.

Agatha brought out a huge jug of deep pink liquid, with more mint leaves in it than there were in the garden. Zoe took a sip and almost groaned with relief. It was refreshing and cold, and almost as good as Leo’s.

“So, what was stolen?” Zoe asked, and Agatha’s shoulders slumped.

“Oh, well, that’s why Pete is so upset. Nothin’ he owned got taken. He has a brand-new set of golf clubs in the back, and they walked right by them. Just went straight for my jewelry.”

“Oh God. Was it valuable?”

She nodded. “Pieces that Pete has bought for me over the years. But it was the black pearl necklace that I was most upset about. It was from a trip to Scotland, and he bought it from a jeweler up there. Came back and surprised me when we had only been married a few years. I’ve had it for a long time, and it was worth a bunch, but also sentimental value, you know?”

“Of course. Do the police have any leads?”

“Simmons was here last night, but…” Agatha shook her head. “I shouldn’t really speak badly of the department. Pete’s worked with them for years.”

Zoe put down her pen and sat back. “I won’t put it in the article.”

“No. Well, I know you and Pete haven’t always seen eye to eye, but you’re an intelligent woman, Zoe. What do you think of Simmons?”

Zoe sighed. “I mean, I can’t say much. I haven’t ever worked with him, but Walker always seemed like a more solid cop to me.”

“Simmons can talk the talk, but considering the leg up Pete gave him, I can’t believe his attitude. Pete made sure that boy was taken seriously, even when he was new and didn’t know anythin’. He made a lot of mistakes when he first joined, but after Stanfield—” Agatha fell silent. “Oh Lord, I’m sorry,” she said, covering her mouth, looking horrified.

“That’s okay, Agatha. Stanfield was a bad man and a worse cop. I’m just as glad he’s gone as everyone else.”

Agatha’s eyes warmed. “I think Pete wanted to prove that his deputies were decent fellows after Stanfield went rogue, you know? Simmons has always been greasin’ the wheels. Ever since he joined, he’s been butterin’ Pete up, I could see it clear as day. When Pete decided to retire, he just wanted to make sure he was leavin’ them in a good place. He promoted Simmons before he was ready, and it went to his head.”

“You think that’s why he’s going for sheriff?”

“Oh yes. I don’t think anybody in that department thinks he’s a better candidate than Walker, but he sounds like he is when he talks to people. You can see him latchin’ on to things he knows are important to them. I ain’t sayin’ that isn’t a skill, I just wonder if he’s gonna be able to follow through.”

“And what happened when he came by?”

Agatha’s eyes darkened. “Oh, he was so rude. All Pete did was ask if Simmons would file the report today, as in this mornin’, to make sure it has some momentum. Pete’s a stickler for paperwork, and he’s gotten on Simmons’ back before for not filing the right forms and such. Simmons turned around, bold as brass, and told him he should leave the police work to him. Like Pete never investigated a crime in his life.” She scowled. “He went for a walk and ain’t been back. I was furious.”

Max finished the beef, licking his lips happily, and came to lie down beside Agatha, whom he had decided was his new best friend. She smiled, scratching between his ears and Max wagged his tail enthusiastically.

“Well, that seems pretty rich when Simmons has only been in this department for five minutes,” Zoe said carefully.

“I know! That’s what I told Pete. Simmons isn’t a good choice for sheriff. I never really warmed to him, but maybe I’m biased. I hope they can find my things. I don’t care so much about the earrings, but the necklace was very special. I just hope it ain’t been pawned for nothin’ because it’s worth thousands of dollars.”

“I hope they find it, too, Agatha. Do you have any idea how they got in?”

“Pete reckons it was the new garage. A local guy came to install it a few weeks back, and there’s a side door. I never think to lock that because of the outer gates, but it seems the garage door wasn’t fully down, and someone slipped underneath it. I’m just so angry. We were only out for a short time last night. They must have been watchin’ the house.”

“If you hear anything more from Simmons, would you let me know? I’ll write it up and maybe that’ll help people recall if they saw anybody around the street last night.”

“Thanks, Zoe, I’d appreciate that.” Agatha sipped her lemonade, watching Zoe with a thoughtful expression. “Are you friends with Walker?” she asked.

“Kind of. We get along, I guess.”

“If you see her, you tell her to get her campaign off the ground. All I’m hearin’ people talk about is Simmons. I’m worried she won’t do too well.”

“Yeah, I thought the same. His flyers are everywhere!”

Agatha grunted. “Take back our town. From whom, I ask? Our town is just fine and has been for years. It ain’t under siege.”

“Thanks for the lemonade, Agatha. And thanks for talking to me today. Would it be okay if I took a few pictures for the paper?”

“Oh, call me Aggie, please. Nobody calls me Agatha except my father, God rest him. And of course! Take any pictures you like, make sure you get the garden from a good angle.”

“I’m not sure there’s a bad one.”

Zoe headed outside as Agatha put her gloves back on and wandered to the flower beds. Zoe glanced about the street, taking in the quiet neighborhood, the warm breeze rustling the leaves on the trees.

Two thefts in the space of two days. If someone had been watching Kissinger’s house, could they have been watching Bowen’s dealership too?
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Once Zoe had returned to the office, she had hoped to work in the morning and get back to the apartment for lunch. But Tripp called an all-staff, to discuss that week’s issue, and in the end, she barely had time for her own lunch, let alone getting back to see her sister.

She arrived home at around six, opening the door with a sense of fear she hadn’t had for years.

Other than Max panting beside her it was quiet inside, with no sign of Judy. Zoe closed the door as Max trotted over to his water bowl.

“Jude?”

“Yeah, I’m just in the bathroom.”

Zoe breathed out, slumping down into a barstool as the door clicked and Judy emerged.

“That’s my shirt,” Zoe muttered, and Judy tugged at the royal blue top self-consciously.

“It was always freezing in rehab; they kept the AC up super high. I only really have sweaters, and it’s so hot today.”

“We can go shopping,” Zoe suggested.

“And spend more of your money? I think you’ve spent enough on me for a lifetime.”

Zoe raised her eyebrows. “Oh. Well, okay. But you need some cooler clothes. And you can’t borrow my stuff. Every time you wear something of mine, you end up getting a stain on it.”

Judy flipped her off with a smirk. “I might have been sleeping for the past two days, but I do know I have to get a job. I can’t live here rent-free when you’re paying for everything. I’ve been thinking about it all day.”

“There’s no rush. Give yourself time to settle.”

“All I’ve had is time. I feel like I’ve been suspended in thin air for months. Group always talked about routine; I think a job would help with that.”

“What kind of job?” Zoe asked.

“Is McDonald’s hiring?”

“Judy, that isn’t your only option.”

“It’s not far off. I don’t have a GED. Maybe I could become an influencer.”

Zoe couldn’t help laughing as Judy headed into her room. “Influencing what?”

“I don’t know, I could set up a TikTok for Max and teach him tricks or somethin’. He’s super cute, I bet he’d get a lot of followers.”

“Sure. I can’t even train him to sit,” she said affectionately, looking down at Max, who was looking very pleased with himself.

“I had five bucks left over when I went to the store, so I bought something for the mutt,” Judy said, coming back into the room.

“Don’t call him a mutt. He’s a purebred,” Zoe replied indignantly, and Judy just laughed.

Max was hiding behind Zoe’s legs again, still wary of Judy, but he was more relaxed around her than anyone else he had met. Zoe wondered if maybe she and Judy smelled the same, even after so many years apart. It was a comforting thought.

“You have no toys for this dog; I’m surprised he isn’t chewing through everything in sight.”

“That is not true. He has his seagull,” she said, pointing at the battered stuffed seagull that Max had nearly ripped in half.

“Oh wow, yeah. One toy! Great. Max?” Judy said, pulling a small stuffed dog out of the bag. It was a corgi, and Max’s expressive ears immediately pricked up as he edged forward.

“Wanna play with this, bud?” Judy asked, and Max crawled toward her, low to the ground, sniffing continually.

She held it out for a long time without moving until eventually Max’s gentle jaws went around the edge of the toy and carried it over to his bed. Judy grinned triumphantly, and Zoe watched as Max sat with it in his mouth, panting happily.

“See? German Shepherds love carrying stuff around. I bet that’ll stop him from chewing your stuff.”

“He only did that once.”

Judy nodded, heading to the kitchen. “Want me to cook dinner?”

“You know how to cook?” Zoe asked.

“I can even do things outside of a metal spoon now.”

“That’s not funny, Jude.”

“You need to lighten up,” Judy muttered, opening the refrigerator and pulling out two steaks.

“Where did those come from?”

“The store.”

Zoe hopped off the stool. “Okay, but you just said you didn’t have any money.”

“I don’t have much money, but I can afford to buy us steak and fries for dinner, Zo. Stop lookin’ at me like I stole them.”

“I’m not.”

“You got any wine?”

Zoe crossed her arms over her chest. “You are not drinking wine.”

“Hah! Oh my God, I was kidding, Zo. Jesus, you are uptight.”

“I am not!”

“Stop being so defensive.”

“I’m not defen—” she fell silent as Judy smirked at her, and Zoe picked up a cushion from a chair and threw it at her. “I’m taking a shower, bitch. Cook me dinner.”

Judy cackled as Zoe went into the bathroom, smiling to herself, unsure whether she should be worried or encouraged that her sister’s dark sense of humor was returning.
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That night, they sat in front of the TV watching reruns of Friends. Judy had a taste for spicy food and had lathered her steak with hot sauce while Zoe stuck to A-1.

Max had evidently decided that if Judy bought him presents, she was okay, and was lying between them on the floor, the corgi still in his jaws.

“So I went to look at cars with Leo today,” Zoe said eventually, unable to think of a more interesting topic to begin with.

“Oh yeah? When am I gonna meet him, by the way, or are you trying to keep us separate for as long as possible?”

Zoe swallowed around her steak. “No, I just haven’t had the chance yet.”

“Sure.”

“Anyway, there were a couple of thefts in town over the weekend.”

Judy looked up. “Good ones? Or boring ones?”

Zoe raised her eyebrows. “Define a boring theft.”

“Like… I don’t know… candy and stuff. Isn’t that what cops are always dealing with in small towns? Kids stealing vapes from gas stations?”

“It was jewelry and a car.”

“Oh. Weird M.O.”

“That’s what I thought, but it’s odd that they’ve happened so quickly. The car was taken Saturday, the jewelry on Sunday night.”

“Someone might have needed cash quickly,” Judy said, her eyes on the TV.

“I thought that, but the car they stole was a Dodge Neon.”

Her eyes brightened. “Seriously? I didn’t know they still made those. Okay, not for money with a car that shitty. Getaway maybe? They could be on the run!”

Zoe rolled her eyes at her enthusiasm as Judy snickered. They both went back to watching TV, and Zoe moved her food around her plate, debating whether to ask the question that had been burning in the back of her mind for the past two days.

“Where did you go on Saturday night?” she asked. Judy went still, looking over at her.

“I didn’t steal a car, Zo.”

“Oh my God, that isn’t what I meant. But you got in after 4 a.m. and you haven’t told me where you were.”

“I was walking around.”

“Until almost dawn?”

“Zo, how much time do you think I could spend ‘walking the streets’ in rehab?”

Zoe speared a piece of steak too violently, and it skipped off her plate straight into Max’s mouth.

“I guess not a lot?”

“I haven’t been able to just walk on my own for months. I needed some time by myself, and I wanted to look around. I even found something that has changed since the time I was here.”

“What was that?”

“Well, that burned-out site, you know, the huge building on the edge of town? That’s new. I never thought they’d rebuild that place.”

“That’s the nursing home where Gamma stayed for a while. It used to be The Sapphire Foundation.”

“Oh yeah, you told me that before! God, I remember when it burned down. I had never seen so many fire trucks. With the high gates all around it, it was creepy as hell. We always thought celebrities were staying there. Phil thought it was some member of the British royal family—you remember when all those motorcades went inside? That was crazy!”

Judy leaned back, laying her cutlery down. She had barely eaten anything. Zoe had noticed that her appetite seemed to be tiny these days. She ate sparingly and often, the pile of fries on her plate left untouched.

Zoe speared a few with her fork and chewed on them as Judy rested her hands over her stomach. She was so thin. Zoe wanted to force her to finish what was on her plate.

“I broke into that place once,” Judy murmured.

“What? The Sapphire Foundation?”

Judy nodded. “Well, whatever it was. After the fire, it became this like spooky dare that you couldn’t go past it. Everyone said it was haunted or some shit and me and my boyfriend at the time decided we would go and see if we could get inside. It always pissed me off how they put such a high fence around the place—it was asking for people to speculate about what was behind it.”

“Or keeping things inside under wraps,” Zoe muttered darkly.

“That one of the places you’re looking into?”

“Yeah. One of many.”

“Well, I found something in there that might whet your appetite, then. We were super high, though, so I guess it might have all been a fever dream.”

Zoe’s gut clenched. “You actually managed to break in? I thought you were kidding.”

“There was this side door around the back, but the padlock was busted. We just slipped inside and broke a window. It was a shell; the fire gutted the place.”

“And it was structurally unsound,” Zoe said pointedly. “And therefore extremely dangerous.”

Judy just shrugged. “Don’t think either of us was worried about that. We were just bored.”

“You really got inside?”

“Yep. The upper floors were all broken down, there was barely any of the main building left, but one section led down to the basement, and we went exploring. The fire had only reached the upper levels, and right at the back downstairs, there were a load of boxes. Files and stuff stored there.”

Zoe stilled. “Files?”

“Yeah. Archive boxes, filled with the stuff. I don’t really remember what they were. I think we just smoked down there and left.”

“Why would there be files left in the basement of that building?” Zoe asked, almost to herself, a spark of excitement igniting.

It hadn’t been so long ago that she had considered searching the upper floors of the building to see if she could find anything about Linmans on the site. Now, it seemed she might have been looking in the wrong place.

“Beats me,” Judy said with a shrug. “I hope I end up in a home. There’s something kind of nice about having people bring you medication and monitor you twenty-four seven. You don’t have to make any decisions. You can just sleep all day.”

Her expression was almost wistful, and it made Zoe’s chest ache.

“By the way, I’m going to a meeting tonight,” Judy said, “before you freak out about me leaving the apartment without you.”

Zoe sat up straighter in her chair. “A meeting?”

“Yeah, I used the phone you gave me to find the nearest one. It’s only a short walk away, so I figured it’d be best to keep up appearances.”

What the hell does that mean?

“That’s good. Do you want me to come with you?”

Her sister grimaced. “I haven’t needed you to hold my hand for a long time, Zo. I’ll be fine. I’m gonna get back on my feet.”

They sat in silence, eating the fries and staring at the TV. Zoe felt hollowed out and raw all of a sudden.

“I’ll ask around at the paper tomorrow,” she said softly. “There might be local jobs going. I’ll let you know.”

“It’s not your responsibility to fix me, Zoe.”

“I know that!” Zoe bristled.

“Well, stop looking at me like a project, then.”

“That’s not—”

Judy stood up, putting her palms to her temples for a moment before letting them drop to her side.

“Look, I don’t want to fight but stop assuming that everything I do is your responsibility. This is my life, and I’ll deal, okay?”

Zoe stared up at her and nodded mutely as Max whined, watching Judy leave the room. It seemed like every conversation they had turned into a fight these days.


[image: ]

[image: ]

“Gus?” Leo rapped on Gus’s bedroom door and waited, listening to a familiar groan. “Gus, man, you gonna get up?”

“Whattimeisit?”

“Huh?”

“What time is it?” Gus grumbled, his voice hoarse as Leo opened the door a crack.

“It’s nearly eight, bud. Zo’s lookin’ after her sister, so you gotta make your own way to work. I can drop you off, but I gotta go in five.”

“Five minutes?” Gus asked, blinking himself awake. “Holy shit, okay, give me a sec.”

There was a thud as he tumbled out of bed, and Leo chuckled, closing the door and heading to the kitchen. Bailey rambled over as he entered, licking his lips excitedly, his tail wagging.

“Good morning, Bailey, you look very handsome today,” Leo said, stroking his ears and giving him a brief once-over before heading to the cupboard for his food.

It was difficult to discern Bailey’s age, but Leo reckoned he was around twelve years old. His previous owner, Lana, had been a friend of Gus’s and lived on the street. She could have had Bailey from a puppy, or from when he had wandered into her life at an indiscriminate time. It was impossible to tell.

Leo privately wondered what Gus would do when he needed to get a place of his own. Many landlords in the area didn’t allow dogs, and he knew Gus wouldn’t want to part with him. Bailey was a big softy, all wide brown eyes and lolling tongue. He knew exactly how to manipulate anybody into giving him a treat.

Leo glanced down at him sitting patiently on the floor, his tail wagging madly.

“You hungry, bud?”

There was a stumbling footstep from the hallway, and Gus lumbered into the room, tugging on his shorts, a white shirt loosely thrown over his shoulders.

“Have you taken Bailey out yet?” Leo asked.

“No, I’ll do it now. Sorry, Leo, my alarm didn’t go off.”

“That’s okay. I made you a bagel.”

Gus saluted him in thanks and motioned Bailey to come out with him to do his business before they headed to the office.

Leo smiled to himself, listening to the kid negotiating with the dog, telling him that if he didn’t pee, he wouldn’t get any breakfast.

When Gus had first arrived, it had been difficult to get a single word out of him, and it was wonderful to see him blossoming into a real adult who wasn’t constantly living in fear.

“Gus, we gotta go, man!” he called, bagging up the bagels and heading to the door. Pulling his medical bag down from the peg, he waited until Gus brought Bailey back inside, the dog already buried in his food as Gus hopped over, tugging his boots on.

Two minutes later, they were in the truck and driving toward The Chronicle. Gus was already halfway through his bagel; the kid had hollow legs.

“You got much on today?” Leo asked.

“Tripp needs me to help with some distribution list work,” Gus muttered around his bagel.

“Isn’t that Bean’s job?”

Gus just shrugged. Leo didn’t push it, but Zoe had talked to him about how much Tripp was using Gus in the office. In theory, it should have been a good thing, but when Zoe had a hunch about something, it generally turned out to be correct. She was worried that Tripp was using Gus for secret jobs no one knew anything about, and the cagey way Gus closed up every time he asked him about it wasn’t reassuring.

“You been thinkin’ any more about an apartment?” Leo asked.

Gus brightened. “Yeah. Well, not really. I mentioned it to Tripp, and he said I was too young to get a place on my own.”

Leo ground his teeth. “I mean, yeah, you’re young, but you know I’ll sponsor you. The lease’ll be in my name. Did you mention that to him?”

“Yes, he said it was stupid to rent somewhere and throw my money away when I got a place at your ranch. I just told him I had it covered.”

Something settled in Leo’s chest at that, and he nodded. Gus wouldn’t turn eighteen until December, but even though Zoe and Leo affectionately called him “the kid,” he was anything but. He’d lived on the streets for most of his formative teenage years and was far more switched on than Leo had been at his age.

“You know you don’t need to move out quickly, right? I don’t want you to ever feel as if we’re pushing you.”

Gus smirked at him. “We? You sure sound like you want Zoe to move in.”

“Quit it. I told you, we’re not at that stage yet.”

“Whatever, man, you totally want her to live at the ranch with Max. I’d want that dog with me too; he’s awesome.”

Leo smiled affectionately at him as he pulled into the parking lot at The Chronicle.

“You okay getting home later?”

“Yeah, I’m good, thanks, Leo.”

He watched him jog inside, straining to see through the doors, but all he could see was the receptionist at the desk.

Turning the truck around, he headed toward the clinic, the same feeling of unease rising inside him the closer he got to it. Quaid’s offer was still sitting in the forefront of his mind, squatting there like a toad, unwilling to shift. Linmans hadn’t given him a figure yet, but Leo wasn’t stupid. If they needed him out, they would want to make it worth his while.

Until recent months, he had thought his business was doing well, but then, with the thundering of a drill hammering through the place every day, the patients stopped walking through his doors. Suddenly, the affluent business he thought he owned was in real trouble. It was amazing how fast your luck could change.

A substantial offer from Linmans would get him out of debt, and he could give Nancy a lump sum to help her and Adrian into retirement. He would finally have some spare cash to spend on repairs for the ranch that he’d been putting off for years.

If only I could ignore whose money I’m taking.

Zoe might be in the minority in disliking The Linman Group, but Leo believed she had reason not to trust them. What she had told him about coverups and underhanded business dealings, not to mention her suspicions that they’d tried to ram her off the road earlier in the year, only made him more determined to try to find another solution.

Taking their money made him feel dirty, and that was the biggest red flag of all. But the fact remained that he didn’t have the luxury of an obvious alternative. If Linmans didn’t buy the clinic and its land, there was a real possibility he would have to sell later in the year anyway, and he would almost certainly take a loss.

As he pulled up into the lot, the usual nostalgia and happiness that the building brought him were absent.

Work had become a chore. A stressful chore, compounded by Nancy’s absence and the negative reviews. It had led him to begin resenting the time he spent there.

With a heavy sigh, he got out of the truck, doing a double take at the front doors of the clinic, surprised to see that they were already slightly ajar. Nancy didn’t usually arrive until nine.

He headed inside, but as he reached the front step, his heart started thudding wildly, the blood pounding in his ears.

The door wasn’t open because Nancy had got there early; it was open because someone had forced the lock.

Pushing inside, Leo stared around in utter dismay at the mess all over the floor. They kept a small amount of petty cash in a lockbox behind reception, and someone had violently thrown it to the floor, breaking it open and grabbing the notes. Coins had scattered everywhere, and they’d smashed one of the windows for good measure.

Dropping his bag, he ran out back to their drug storage and groaned when he saw the cupboards were all open. There was nothing in his stores that would be safe for a human to use; the dosages were wildly different from anything fit for human consumption.

But people don’t always think rationally when they need a fix.

Leo ran through to the back into his office. The computer was still intact, and it didn’t look as if anything else had been taken. They’d tried to force a window, cracking the glass there too, and Leo groaned as he saw the wire to the camera on the wall had been sliced through.

Holding back tears of frustration, he pulled out his cell and called the cops.

[image: ]

Leo sat in the Skywolf waiting room feeling numb.

Walker’s soothing tone reached him from the kitchenette, where she and Nancy were running through a list of everything that had been taken.

Whatever frustrations he had with Nancy Ashwood, she was a godsend in a crisis. The receptionist had arrived at work five minutes after the cops, and she had immediately taken charge, sitting Leo down, making him a coffee, and beginning to go through her inventory with them.

He was now sitting, staring at the floor, uncertain what to do. There were still coins all around his feet, and it seemed that about two hundred dollars had been taken from the cash box. Everything else was still intact, but Leo’s main worry was what drugs had been swiped and by whom.

Addicts could be pretty desperate. Several medications in his stores were strong and would be very dangerous if taken by a human. He could only pray they didn’t use them right away, and they could be recovered before they did any real harm. Walker had told him it was the third theft in less than a week.

What the hell is going on in this town?

He knew in comparison to other crimes, what had happened to the clinic was trivial. He hadn’t lost a great deal of money, no one had been hurt, and it was only a few hundred dollars’ worth of damage. But looking at the skittering cracks in the glass on his front door only made him more desperate to take Quaid’s offer.

As he watched it, the door opened and Zoe came in, her eyes finding him immediately as she ran over.

He stood, enveloping her in a tight hug, the wonderful lavender scent that always hung around her surrounding him.

“I’m so sorry, Leo!” she said, pulling back. “I got here as quickly as I could. Do they know what happened?”

“Someone got through the front door. They think it was kids looking for money and drugs.”

She sat down beside him, taking his hand. “They really think this was drug-related? It’s not like it’s a pharmacy, would kids really think a vet clinic would have anything worth taking?”

“They stole some cash too; maybe they were trying their luck.”

Nancy came out of the back room with Walker behind her. The deputy was writing in her notepad and flipped it shut, tucking it into her shirt as she came over.

“I’m gonna take some pictures and then you can clean this up, Leo, okay? Nancy has a pretty good idea what was taken, it looks like mostly Chloro…” She pulled the notebook out again to check her notes.

“Chlorhexidine?” Leo asked. “But that’s an antiseptic.”

Nancy nodded. “I reckon they mistook it for something else.”

“I really hope nobody tries to inject that,” Leo said despairingly.

“I know you’re worried, Leo, but it’s not your responsibility what people do with this stuff,” Walker said smoothly.

“I didn’t even think about leaving that kind of thing in the safe.”

Zoe squeezed his hand as Walker nodded to Nancy. “You get me that list of medications over whenever you can, Nance. Thanks for your help. I’ll be in touch. Leo, my cousin’s a contractor. This is his number; he’ll give you a discount on the glass repairs.”

Leo took the piece of paper she handed him. “Thanks.”

“It’s not your fault, Leo. These people, they grab and go. They probably didn’t even know what it was they were takin’.”

When he didn’t reply, Walker shook Nancy’s hand, then snapped a few photos before she left the clinic. Nancy followed her out, locking the door behind Walker before coming back toward him.

“You want another coffee?”

“It’s alright, Nancy, I gotta get this sorted.”

“Not right now, you don’t. Just sit for a minute, you don’t look so good,” she said, walking behind the desk and into the kitchenette.

Leo bent down and picked up one of the coins that had ended up by his foot, flipping it over idly between his thumb and forefinger.

“It’s not like I was expectin’ many patients today, but this wasn’t really on my to-do list.”

“Things aren’t picking up?” Zoe asked.

“Not like I’d hoped. We have nothing until three o’clock, and that one’s a freebie for a friend who I owed a favor to. Tomorrow’s pretty empty as well. Maybe the thieves figured there’d be no one here, and that’s why they targeted us.”

Zoe had the look she always got when she was figuring things out; her lip held between her teeth, her eyes narrowed.

Usually, that look was endearing, but this time it made anger spike inside him. He could tell she had a theory, like she always did. Zoe could never just see something in black and white; she always thought there were other threads to explore. But, for once, he didn’t want to hear her theories about what might have happened.

The break-in was in the past; there was nothing he could do about it now. He just wanted to move on, get everything cleared up, and try to keep his business running.

“What if it wasn’t kids?” she said, smoothing her thumb over the back of his hand.

Leo closed his eyes, praying for patience. “What?”

“Well, think about it, Leo. Linmans have been building behind this place for weeks now. What if they staged a break-in to force you out?”

Leo snatched his hand away and stood up, the weight of the offer, of the robbery, and the state of things at the clinic weighing heavily down on him.

“Wouldn’t that make sense?” Zoe insisted. “I can’t see kids breaking into this type of place, Leo.”

“And you’re the expert, huh?” he snapped, watching her recoil as her mouth opened in shock. Only her eyes were infuriatingly understanding.

“I know you’re upset, but doesn’t it make sense?”

“Not everything is Linmans, Zo. Not everything is a conspiracy. I don’t have enough security, that much is clear. I don’t have good locks or solid doors and all that stuff that costs money to repair and upgrade every year.”

He lowered his voice, mindful of Nancy only a few feet away.

“But why would they break into a vet?” Zoe continued. “There’s a pharmacist on the other side of town who would have way more drugs that they could use. It doesn’t make any sense.”

“What doesn’t make sense is that Linmans would try to stage a robbery for a place they have already offered to buy,” he spat, glowering at her as Zoe stared at him.

“What?”

Leo rolled up his sleeves, running his hands through his hair. He went to lean against the wall, arms crossed over his chest, as he glared at the floor, trying to keep his body from pacing.

“Linmans made me an offer a few days ago.”

Zoe was instantly on her feet. “They what? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because I knew the conversation would go exactly like this one,” he said in a harsh whisper. “You’d tell me that I can’t take their money, and I’d tell you I agree, and then I’d be back in the same pit of debt I was in the first place.”

“Pit of…” Zoe stepped forward, her hand reaching for him. “Are things that bad?”

Leo glanced at the door to the kitchenette. “I can’t talk about this here. Nancy doesn’t know. Nobody does.”

“Oh, Leo, why didn’t you tell me?”

He shook his head. “Because I thought I could deal with it on my own. The offer was so out of the blue I haven’t had time to really think about it, but I been researchin’ it. They talked about a financial incentive. It could be the answer to a lot of my problems. I’m not sayin’ I want to take their money, Zo. I know you hate them more than anyone, but I only got a few options left. I gotta help Nancy, pay Fran off if I can. It’s not just me anymore; this place is hemorrhaging money left, right, and center. I gotta think about my future and my employees too.”

He expected an explosion. Zoe would have been the first person to tell him to shove Linmans’ offer right up their ass, but instead, strong arms came around his shoulders, and he was pulled away from the wall as Zoe hugged him tightly.

“I’m sorry,” she said earnestly. “I’m sorry you didn’t feel you could talk to me about this.”

“I hate myself for even considerin’ it,” he said, his voice shaking.

She pulled away, her hands coming up to frame his face. “Whatever decision you make, you do it with me, okay? I know what they are, and so do you, but you’re right, this isn’t just about you anymore. I get that, Leo.”

Her wide, beautiful eyes were earnest and banked with tears, and Leo felt warmth spread through his chest that he had her support, in spite of everything.

“You’re not alone in this, Leo,” she said, pulling him into another tight embrace. “We’ll get through all this together. Somehow.”
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By the time Friday arrived, Zoe and Leo needed a break, and both of them would have preferred sitting on the couch with a glass of wine.

Instead, Zoe was bringing Judy with her to the first sheriff’s debate of the campaign. The venue for it was the tiny community center in Sapphire, which had neither adequate lighting, comfortable chairs, nor air conditioning.

“So, what you’re telling me is that the first time I’m gonna meet your boyfriend is when I meet everyone else in Sapphire again?” Judy asked as they walked down the hill.

It was a sweltering evening on the heels of an even hotter day, but thankfully, the clouds were gathering. Zoe could only hope that it would rain and release some of the moisture from the air. Walking down the hill into town was like walking through a sauna.

“Yes,” she replied wearily, dreading it almost as much as Judy was.

“And this is a sheriff’s debate?”

“Yes.”

“And we’re supporting Walker?”

“Yes.”

“And there’s a good chance that Mom will be there.”

“She will definitely be there.”

“And she has no idea I’m back?”

“No.”

“Jesus, Zo, you don’t like an easy life, do you?”

Zoe sighed. Rubbing a hand across her forehead in despair.

“Do you think Phil will talk to me or just save time and punch me right in the face?” Judy asked.

“Would you stop joking around?”

“Well, you’re the one avoiding the topic.”

Zoe stopped, turning to face her. “What do you want me to say? That I think everything is going to go well? Of course it isn’t, but we have to meet them at some point. At least if she’s around the rest of the town, Mom’s less likely to bite your head off.”

“What a treat. Shall I tell her I’m living with you and I’m unemployed? I should’ve worn a T-shirt saying thief. That’s all Mom thinks I’m good for.”

“Judy!” Zoe said in exasperation, unable to keep the smile from her face.

Judy started laughing, and it was so rare to see that Zoe was momentarily blindsided by the grin on her face.

“Just don’t get into any more trouble if you can help it, okay?” Zoe pleaded.

“I am planning to sit at the back and tell Leo stories about how, when you were fourteen, you fell out of a tree and were suspended there for fifteen minutes by your underwear.”

Zoe closed her eyes. “I suppose it would be pointless for me to ask you to please not do that?”

“Totally.”

“Fine, talk about whatever you want, but just don’t mention the break-in. He’s depressed enough about that as it is.”

“Is he gonna take Linmans’ offer?”

“I don’t know, and don’t tell him I told you about that either.”

“Wow. Your relationship is built on such a foundation of trust.”

“I can take you home again and force you to sit in my apartment with Max all night if you prefer.”

Judy smirked. “I’ll be good.”

As they approached the community center, there was already a crowd gathering. The building was in a pretty rundown area of town, just off Redman Street, but it had been refurbished in recent months.

It looked out of place in comparison to the empty plots on either side, but one of them had a notice in the window suggesting a new restaurant might be opening soon.

Leo was standing beside the door waiting for them, and Zoe hid a smile when she saw that he’d dressed up for Judy. He was wearing jeans with a white shirt tucked into them and a belt with a large buckle on the front.

“Leo, you remember Judy,” Zoe said awkwardly as they reached it.

“Hey, Judy,” Leo said, holding out his hand, and Judy shook it, smiling up at him.

“I forgot how hot you were,” she said loudly.

Zoe glared at her sister as Judy looked smugly between the two of them.

“Wow. And I forgot how blunt you were. At least I got the hot sister,” Leo said casually.

Zoe’s chest tightened at how Judy would take that comment, but her sister just cackled loudly and punched him in the arm.

“Thank God, someone with a sense of humor. Zoe has become the most boring version of herself. We need to get her to laugh more,” she said as they made their way inside.

Dozens of fold-out wooden chairs had been crammed into the small space. There was a stage at the front of the room that could have been used for the debate if it hadn’t been full of equipment. The curtain had been pulled down over it, revealing strange bulging shapes that stuck out at all angles.

The podium where the debate would take place was makeshift at best. The lectern-style wooden furniture looked as if it were moments away from collapsing.

At the back of the room, a table had been set up with a raffle to raise money for the church. Evelyn Cooper and Barry Finnigan were standing, greeting people and raking in huge amounts of cash from the townsfolk. Sapphire loved to support a local cause.

Zoe waved to Evelyn, who flashed her a quick grin as she shoved dollar bills into the collection box. She looked around for her mom and Phil, but it didn’t look like they had arrived yet. People were openly staring at Judy now, several of them old residents who would have remembered her from before she left.

In the confines of her apartment, it had been easy to forget the reputation Judy had.

Zoe avoided meeting anyone’s eye, pushing Judy toward some chairs at the edge of the room and sitting down as quickly as possible.

Leo sat beside her, leaning into her reassuringly. “You okay?”

“Oh sure, this isn’t awkward as hell,” she muttered.

“People will forget about her soon, they just like the entertainment. Ignore them.”

Judy didn’t seem bothered as people passed by, openly staring at her. She even waved at someone and gave them a thumbs-up.

“You must be Judy!”

They all turned as Agatha Kissinger approached them, her hand outstretched as she stood behind the next row of chairs. “I haven’t seen you since you were fourteen. I love your short hair.”

Judy’s smile was strained as she shook her hand. “Hey, Mrs. Kissinger.”

“Oh, Aggie, please! My Lord, when you see the two of you sittin’ together, you look like twins! Are you excited for the debate?”

“Sure,” Judy said evenly. “Are you supporting a particular candidate?”

“Oh, well, Pete was the old sheriff, so we’re impartial,” she said, glancing at Zoe and pursing her lips. “But I’m lookin’ forward to seein’ what the candidates have to offer.”

Zoe noticed Walker at the edge of the room and muttered to Leo and Judy that she would be back in a second.

Walker was talking to Annalise, who owned the gas station, and both of them had their children with them. Walker’s son Charlie was in his wheelchair playing with Annalise’s little boy as they waited to sit down.

“Hey Zoe,” Walker said with a smile, brandishing her speech. “I’m all set, don’t you worry. Integrity all the way.”

Zoe forced a smile. “Glad to hear it.”

Annalise was looking back at the door. “Where the hell is John? He promised he would be here to take care of the boys for me.”

“Charlie’ll be okay if I just give him his iPad, won’t you, Charlie?” Walker said, but as the words left her mouth, a harried-looking man who Zoe recognized as Annalise’s ex-husband, ran through the door carrying a baby in his arms.

“Sorry, sorry, I’m here, I’m here. Hey, boys. Wanna come and play outside for a bit? It’s real stuffy in here.”

He glanced apologetically at Annalise as he wheeled Charlie outside with his son in tow. She shook her head as she looked at Walker.

“That man could be late for his own funeral, I swear to God.”

“So what’s your speech focusing on?” Zoe asked as the two moms exchanged pitying looks.

“Community and Prevention,” Walker said proudly as Zoe’s heart sank down to her shoes.

“Great!” she said with false enthusiasm. “What, uh, aspects are you gonna talk about?”

Walker tapped her nose. “I don’t want to give away the speech before it happens, Zo, but don’t worry. I got a few things that’ll make people forget that Simmons is even a candidate.”

Her expression was one of conceit and smug confidence, and Zoe wasn’t reassured by that at all. Walker didn’t seem to grasp how much Simmons was resonating with people, and she just hoped that Walker was right, and her focus would tap into what the townsfolk wanted to hear.

Zoe kept the smile on her face as the debate was called to order and the host stepped up to the podium.

“If you could all take your seats, the candidates will now make their opening statements.”

Zoe hurried back to sit beside Leo and watched as Simmons and Walker stepped up to the front of the stage. Walker looked as if she had come here from work, her shirt crinkled, the collar tucked in on itself. Simmons, by comparison, was crisp and perfect, his hair slicked back, expression grim.

Walker was the first to step forward, smiling around at the crowd. She waved to a few people, making her look like a mom at a track meet.

“Hi everybody. My name is Winifred Walker. I go by Fred. Or Alice to anyone who knew me in elementary school. I rebelled against everyone calling me ‘Winnie the Pooh’ for a few years.” There was a little titter of laughter. “I’ve lived in this town all my life, and I’ve been working as your acting sheriff for a little while now. It’s great to see so many of you here today, despite the heat. It’s like an oven in here!”

A few people shuffled about uncomfortably, several using debate leaflets as fans.

“I’m pleased to stand before you today, as a candidate for Sheriff of Clerk’s County,” Walker continued. “I’ve lived in this area all my life, and I love this town and every one of you. I want to make it better, and I believe that with a focus on community outreach, community support, and prevention, we can reach that goal together.”

Zoe glanced along the row of people to her left. Everyone was listening politely, but just as she had feared, Walker’s campaign didn’t stir up much excitement.

Prevention, outreach, and community were all important, but they weren’t immediate. In Zoe’s experience, successful campaigns tackled what people needed most, and they focused on a flashpoint that got people excited.

As her speech continued, Walker talked of drug prevention programs and a collaboration with the local elementary school to tackle the problem as early as possible. But she also got bogged down in the details, the bureaucracy of the office, and even her frustrations with how slow their processes could be.

She thanked Kissinger for his diligent work, reiterated her passion for her job, and that she had been working as acting sheriff for nearly ninety days. But there was no fire. No passion, and when she left the podium, the applause that followed her was thin at best.

Zoe glanced at Leo, who grimaced as he watched Simmons take up her place. Walker’s hands had been shaking as she read from her notes. She’d looked tired and disheveled.

Then Simmons stepped up, slammed his fist into the podium, and instantly the whole room woke up.

“You’re here tonight, on your own time, because you want to see change. I want to see it too. With me as your sheriff, you’ll get that wish.”

“Oh, shit,” Zoe murmured under her breath, and she could see everyone already enraptured as Simmons’ fiery rhetoric spewed forth.

“Drugs are a blight in our town; they’ve been slowly seeping into the veins of Sapphire, from Whistle Falls, Abbotsville, and the whole county. People bring drugs to our doorstep, they poison our kids, and they walk away. I want that to stop.”

There was murmuring throughout the room now. The crowd had been utterly silent during Walker’s speech.

“I’m tired!” Simmons shouted. “Aren’t you tired?”

There was a chorus of ‘yeahs’ from the front row, all of them white males in their mid-fifties.

“I want to wake up every morning and be proud of this town. I want to feel like the good people own the streets, that we’re not afraid to go to sleep in our beds, or raise our children in the shadow of a greater threat of drugs, theft, and a rising crime rate!”

Zoe stiffened in her chair as at the word ‘drugs’, Simmons’ gaze fell on Judy.

“I have had enough of addicts on my doorstep. Do we really want to see crime take over our beautiful county? Do we really want to see good people like Leo Rowden have their clinic ransacked overnight by juveniles?”

She glanced at Leo, who was staring wide-eyed at Simmons, his jaw clenched tightly.

“What in the holy hell?” he murmured.

“We deserve to take back this town,” and yet again Simmons looked at Judy. “To tell those people, these unsavory thieves and liars, who wish to corrupt our children and destroy our peace, that they will be cast out. That they are not welcome! We will walk together, stand together, and fight to take back this town. And I, as your sheriff, will be front and center as we walk into a brighter, better future for all!”

The applause following Walker’s speech was a mountain stream compared to the waterfall of noise that followed Simmon’s rousing final line.

Some men at the back of the room and in the front row were on their feet, and Zoe’s eyes moved to Walker as she saw the exact moment that the deputy finally understood just who she was up against.
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“Do you know Simmons?” Zoe asked Judy during the first break.

Walker had managed to pick herself up from the opening speech and answered many of the questions with well-reasoned and pertinent answers. Unfortunately, Simmons seemed to enjoy sensationalism, and the crowd was behind him.

“I’ve never met him, I don’t think,” Judy said, not meeting her gaze and tugging at the hem of her top. “But he seems to really hate me. You’d think I’d be used to that by now, but I wasn’t expecting him to target me in a speech.”

”He sure was starin’ at you a lot,” Leo said gently. “You’ve never met?”

Judy’s eyes darted to the door. “If we have, I don’t remember.”

“And it wasn’t just you,” Zoe said irritably. “He used Leo’s clinic as an example of why he’s going to ‘take back this town’. And he didn’t even explain how he was going to do any of it.”

“With hope, smoke, and mirrors, I expect,” Judy muttered, glaring at Simmons, who was standing at the back of the room.

“So, the rumors are true,” someone said from behind them, and they all turned to find a stout man with a bushy red beard glaring at Judy, an even stouter woman on his arm.

“Oh, hi, Mr. and Mrs. Morningside, how’ve you been?” Judy said too brightly.

The woman tsked under her breath. “‘How’ve you been?’ She says, as if she didn’t rob us blind for years.”

Zoe glanced at Judy, cold dread unfurling inside her at the guilty look on her sister’s face.

“We ran that store for thirty years, and we knew it was you stealing cigarettes. You and your little cronies. We could just never prove it.”

Mr. Morningside turned to Zoe. “I’m glad at least one member of your family turned out as a decent human being. Phil Fontaine is the only person worth giving any of my time to.”

Leo stepped up beside her, putting a protective arm around Zoe’s shoulders.

“Hey Gerry,” he said in a friendly tone. “I’m not sure I’ve seen you lately. How’ve you been?”

Morningside sniffed. “Fine, thank you, Leo. I was hoping that the rumors I’d heard about the two of you being an item were false.”

“Sorry to disappoint,” Leo replied, his voice lilting and relaxed. “I appreciate that you probably don’t know Zoe and Judy very well now. It has been ten years since you saw them last, after all. I sure changed a lot from eighteen to twenty-eight, didn’t you?”

Gerry’s face puckered, but the wind went out of his sails enough that he mumbled an excuse and sauntered away. Judy blew out a breath, scuffing the back of her hand over her chin.

“God, I love this town. People really don’t forget a damned thing.”

“Did you steal cigarettes from the store at the bottom of our street?” Zoe asked. “Because that’s stupid, even for you.”

Judy shrugged. “He was an asshole.”

“Still is,” Leo muttered, and Zoe gave him a side eye.

“Would you stop encouraging her?”

Leo kissed her on the top of her head. “I’m just trying to be welcoming. This town’s a pretty hostile place when people assume you’re still an ignorant teenager.” He glanced at Judy. “When in fact you’re a grown woman who’s just trying to get by and rebuild her life. Right, Judy?”

Judy raised her eyebrows at him, then gave a slow, approving nod. “I knew there was a reason I liked you, Leo.”

“Just one?” he replied, and Zoe and Judy both laughed, but the smile on Judy’s face faded almost instantly as her eyes came to rest on something at the back of the room.

Zoe turned to see her mother and Phil standing beside the raffle table. Phil’s gaze was fixed on Judy, his jaw working as he stood beside their mother. They all went still as Arlene straightened up and turned toward them.

Arlene had always had waspish, sharp features and a slimmer-than-average frame. Seeing her and Judy side by side reminded Zoe of just how alike they were. Whereas Zoe had softer curves and was shorter than both of them, Judy was pretty much the same height as Arlene, and her skeleton frame made her look more like their mother than ever.

Arlene had her purse over her shoulder, her fist clutching the strap, looking like the personification of the term ‘clutching at pearls’. Her eyes darted to the door, then to Phil and back to Judy, before, as if on autopilot, she began moving toward them.

“Oh Christ,” Judy whispered, and Zoe gently took her hand, squeezing it tightly.

Phil followed behind his mother, his gaze never leaving Judy. He really did look like he wanted to punch her.

“I suppose you think I didn’t know.”

Those were the first words out of Arlene’s mouth, and Zoe held back a scowl. The tone, her body language, the snide sting in her voice—with seven words, her mother had perfectly summed up why she and Judy hadn’t spoken for years. Arlene always had to have the upper hand; she hated to think that anyone had got one over on her.

“It’s a small town, Mom. I figured someone would have run to tell you.”

“They did. Almost every woman in town, as a matter of fact. It’s good to learn that one of your children has arrived on your doorstep through a text chain with the local book club.”

Her lips thinned, the perfect red lipstick an identical shade to the bag over her shoulder. She looked like a congresswoman meeting with her constituents.

“You’re too thin,” Arlene said to Judy unnecessarily.

“It’s heroin chic,” Judy retorted, and everyone seemed to collectively hold their breath at that statement.

For a few moments, it felt as if the heat of the room faded away and an icy chill descended, sucking the oxygen from around them. Zoe found it difficult to breathe.

“It’s Saturday tomorrow,” Arlene said. “Come for coffee.”

“Is that an invitation or a demand?” Judy asked.

“Whichever you prefer. If you don’t come, I’ll assume you would rather I stay away from you.”

Arlene turned, flicking a glance at Phil, who was still staring at Judy furiously, before they both walked back through the crowd toward the raffle table.

“Oh, yes, let’s all have a coffee together. That’ll erase the last ten years,” Judy muttered.

“I guess she’s trying,” Zoe said softly.

Judy stared after their mother, her shoulders lowering further as all the strength seemed to drain out of her body.

“Christ, I need a cigarette.”

Zoe watched a muscle twitching in her sister’s eye and wished fervently that they had both stayed home.
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By the end of the debate, the overall winner was clear. Despite a valiant attempt to claw back some of the room, Walker had come across as inept and weak compared to Simmons. The most frustrating thing about it was that Walker was neither of those things; she just hadn’t won over the crowd.

The room was buzzing with excitement, and Walker was putting on a brave face, greeting as many of the townsfolk as she could, but her smile looked strained.

“Just because he won the first debate doesn’t mean he’ll win in the end,” Leo said sagely. “This town can surprise you.”

Zoe nodded, watching the raffle on the other side of the room. Barry Finnigan was shouting the ticket numbers like a bingo caller, and there were peals of laughter coming from those around him.

“It’s amazing that Barry has a voice that loud in his nineties,” she said, smiling as Evelyn distributed the prizes.

As the final numbers were called out, Zoe’s gaze fell on her brother at the entrance of the room. He was speaking to Seth Bowen. It looked like they were having some kind of heated debate. Seth was the picture of calm while Phil was getting redder and redder by the second. Eventually, Seth pocketed his raffle tickets, said something curt and short to Phil, and stormed out.

Zoe frowned. Since when did those two know each other?

“Here,” Judy said, handing over the tickets Zoe had bought. “I really need to pee. If we win, pick something I can enjoy, alright? Not that bottle of whiskey.”

She moved through the crowd, keeping her head down so as not to attract any attention and disappeared through the door to the bathroom at the back of the room.

Barry continued to call out the numbers loudly and obnoxiously, and there was a positive and jubilant atmosphere. Simmons walked around the room as if he owned the whole town and spoke to everyone, confidence rolling off him in waves.

Walker was with her son Charlie, who was fussy and clearly wanted to leave. Annalise stood beside her, gesturing wildly at the room for Walker to go back and spend some time with her voters, but it appeared to be falling on deaf ears.

“Oh God, she’s not leavin’, is she?” Leo said, as Walker took hold of Charlie’s chair and wheeled him toward the door. Charlie was wriggling, beginning to cry and shout, and Walker was very red in the face, pushing him outside as quickly as she could.

“Poor Walker,” Zoe murmured.

“I can’t imagine what it’s been like doin’ that job with a young disabled kid to look after, too,” Leo whispered. “Isn’t she married?”

“Not anymore. I think that’s how she and Annalise met. Annalise’s husband cheated on her, so did Walker’s, so they bonded.”

There was a smattering of applause as the raffle ended. Leo lifted his tickets in front of him theatrically and ripped them in half with a put-upon sigh.

“Poor baby,” Zoe said. “Did you not win the plush toy you wanted?”

“I would have given it to you,” he said, kissing her on the top of her head.

Judy emerged from the bathroom, drying her hands on her jeans as Evelyn began sorting through the remaining prizes for those who had won.

“Shall we head out?” Leo asked. “I was kinda hoping you’d be able to come and stay tonight.”

“I would love that. But I gotta get back and check on Max, and I think it’s probably best for me to be with Judy right now.”

Leo nodded as Judy reached them, and they all turned to leave when there was a shout from the raffle table.

“What do you mean?” That was Barry’s booming voice carrying over the crowd as everyone around them fell silent.

Evelyn Cooper’s hands were flapping madly in front of her, coming out from behind the table and throwing her arms wide.

“I had it right behind me! I’ve been sat here the whole time!”

“What seems to be the problem?” Simmons asked as he stepped up the table.

“It’s the collection,” Evelyn said. “All the money we raised for the church. It’s been stolen!”
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“Alright, can everyone please stay put for a few minutes?” Simmons said, striding to the door and standing with his hands raised in front of him. “We need everyone to briefly remain in the room while I speak to the other deputies that are present. We’d appreciate it if you could stay here while we check this out.”

“Huh, I would have expected him to barricade the door to state his authority,” Leo muttered.

“He can’t stop people from leaving,” Judy said quietly. “You can’t detain someone without cause.” Zoe looked back at her in surprise. “Besides,” Judy continued, “a lot of the people who were here have already gone. There’s no telling whether the money has been removed already.”

Barry Finnigan was helping Evelyn search through the bags behind the table and around the area, but there was no sign of the small green container where she had been storing the money.

“Okay, listen up!” Simmon shouted as the crowd began to murmur again. “Deputy Walker has been called away, so I will be runnin’ this investigation.”

Zoe scoffed. “He got that in there quickly.”

“Deputies Cramer and Willis will be stationed by the door. If you need to leave, you are free to do so, but we would ask that you give your name and contact details to the deputies, just as a precaution. If anyone saw anything suspicious, I would also ask if you could let us know. Thank you! Mr. Blakely, may I speak with you for a moment?”

An elderly man wearing a tweed jacket with leather patches over the elbows approached Simmons. Zoe winced at the sight of the thick material.

“How has he not melted in that jacket?” She felt hot just looking at him.

“Who’s Mr. Blakely?” Judy asked as the crowd parted to let the two men through.

“He runs the community center,” Zoe explained. “He’s the one who put the new PA system in here and basically made the space usable again. It’s become kind of a hub for the town.”

One deputy remained by the door as the other cops that were present fanned out in a sweeping search of the room. Barry went along with them, hobbling on his cane as they went through the rear door to the bathrooms and the kitchen beyond. The community center wasn’t all that big, and the search took less than five minutes. The deputies filed back inside, Barry shaking his head. Evelyn looked close to tears.

“Hello, Judy.”

Zoe turned to find Simmons standing behind her sister, his hazel eyes scanning over her expectantly.

“What do you want?” Judy asked, mirroring his stance and crossing her arms over her chest.

“I saw you coming back from the bathroom just now. Did you see anything while you were there?”

Judy’s eyes narrowed. “Like what? You think I have the lock box shoved down my pants or something?”

“Is there a problem, Deputy Simmons?” Leo asked. His voice was carefully neutral, but he moved his shoulder in front of Judy, keeping his body between them.

Simmons shrugged. He had a strange little smile on his face as if they were all sharing a joke.

“I’m just covering all my bases. I think it would be remiss of me to ignore the thief in our midst.”

“What the hell is your problem?” Judy barked. Several heads turned to stare, and Zoe closed her eyes as Simmons smirked.

“Now, now, Judy, I only wanted to ask if there’s something you would like to tell me. Have you seen anything strange this evening?”

“No, I haven’t,” Judy snapped. “Except little cops trying to make a name for themselves.”

“Judy,” Zoe hissed and stepped in front of her. “My sister went to the bathroom, Deputy. Is that a crime?”

Simmons opened his mouth to reply when a shadow fell across his path and a deep voice rumbled over them.

“Deputy Simmons. Cramer needs to talk to you.”

Simmons went still at the familiar voice, as Kissinger appeared, towering over them all. The deputy sniffed, rubbing at his red nose, and nodded.

“Thank you, Peter,” he murmured, flicking a vicious glance at Judy before he sniffed again and strolled off into the crowd.

Zoe looked over at Kissinger.

If I didn’t know better, I’d think he intervened deliberately.

“Might be an idea to head home, Fontaine,” Kissinger muttered.

“Who are you talking to, me or Zoe?” Judy barked. “Is there a reason your deputy has it in for me?”

“Simmons is doin’ his job, Miss Fontaine.”

“Uh-huh, and it’s not like you’ve been whisperin’ in his ear about me since I left, of course!”

Judy stuck out her chin defiantly, spun on her heel, and walked toward the door, flipping off Deputy Willis, who backed up as she elbowed past and marched out into the night.

Zoe swore, running after her. “Judy! Wait!”

Judy kept walking, her shoulders stiff, arms straight as she headed up the hill.

“Judy!”

Her sister spun around, and Zoe stopped dead in her tracks as she saw the tears pooling in her eyes.

“You couldn’t say a word in my defense, huh? What, you think I did it? Is that it?”

“Of… of course not!” Zoe stammered.

“What kind of moron do you have to be to steal money from a fucking sheriff’s debate?” Judy demanded. “I might have been desperate once, Zo, but I don’t need to steal the fucking church charity money to make ends meet. Clearly, even my sister needs to be reminded of that!”

“I didn’t say I thought you’d done anything!”

“You didn’t exactly jump to my defense, though, did you?”

“Judy, I—”

“Forget it. I’m going for a walk.”

“It’s ten o’clock!”

But she didn’t reply. Judy pulled off her thin sweater as she stormed away, the humidity soaking into the atmosphere and making everything sticky and uncomfortable. Zoe could see every line in her back, her shoulder blades prominent and protruding.

“You gonna go after her?” Leo asked as he appeared at her side.

Zoe just sighed. “She wouldn’t listen to me anyway.”
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The next morning, Zoe drove a silent Judy to their mother’s house. Her sister hadn’t returned to the apartment until dawn, and Zoe had had another sleepless night waiting up for her. She might not believe that Judy was a thief, but her frequent absences weren’t filling her with confidence about her recovery, either.

Zoe’s fingers twisted on the steering wheel as she glanced over at her. Judy was slumped in the passenger seat, staring sullenly out the window, and the silence was becoming oppressive.

“A few weeks back, Mom went up to Charleston to see you,” Zoe blurted. She was gripping the wheel so hard her knuckles had turned white.

Judy’s head snapped round to her. “What?”

“She wasn’t sure if you would want to talk to her. I think she bailed when she got to the clinic.” Zoe fidgeted in her seat, chewing on her lip. “I know it doesn’t make up for anything, but all I’m saying is she’s trying in her own way. That’s what I believe this morning is about, too.”

Her sister returned to the window, picking at a loose piece of plastic on the door.

“Maybe today is her way of building bridges, not burning them,” Zoe attempted.

Judy cranked the AC as high as it would go, her mouth twisting into a sneer. “You should get that on a t-shirt. You’d make a fortune.”

Zoe stopped talking after that, her teeth grinding together. Her one hope was that Arlene’s offer of coffee was an olive branch, but as they drew up to the house and she saw Phil’s car in the driveway, that hope quickly faded.

“How long do we have to be here?” Judy asked.

“How long does it take you to drink a coffee?”

“I would say three minutes, at the outside. If I really scald myself, thirty seconds.”

“Okay, well, let’s have five minutes as a baseline and go from there.”

Judy snorted as she scanned over their mother’s driveway. “Jesus, this place looks the same, too. Is Veronica still alive?”

“No, she died earlier this year.”

“Oh.”

“She has another dog now, Max’s sister, Violet.”

“Mom took on a puppy. That tracks. She loves controlling things and bringing them to heel.”

“Shall we go in?”

“Is that a question?” Judy rolled her eyes and got out of the car. “Don’t give me a choice on this one, Zo, or we are drivin’ right on out of here again.”

Zoe went to the back and let Max out, the corgi toy still clamped firmly in his jaws.

He strained at his leash, recognizing where they were and pulling her up the drive behind Judy. There was a large pot of sunflowers beside the door, their heads nodding in the sunshine.

Judy bent forward to smell one, holding the stem tightly in her hand, and Zoe held her breath, wondering whether her sister would rip the thing clean off. But she just stepped back and rang the bell, fingers tugging incessantly at the base of her shirt.

Barking erupted from inside the house at the sound of the bell, and Zoe clutched more tightly at Max’s leash as Phil opened the door. He was holding Violet on a leash, too, his glasses perched on the end of his nose as his eyes ran over them both.

Phil was a large man, stocky and well-built. When he was a teenager, he had been tall and lanky, struggling to make any gains at the gym despite spending all his time there. When Zoe got back into town, she had been amazed at his size. He was a mountain now, muscular, with nothing of the string-bean looks he had possessed in his teenage years. It was an imposing sight.

“Mom’s in the kitchen,” he said coldly, looking only at Zoe as Violet jumped up at Judy. Her sister scratched the dog between her ears, bearing her weight on the back foot.

Violet was a lot lighter than Max in color and smaller, too. She had a lovely pale blonde face that gave her an endearing look, and as Max came up to greet her, she immediately tried to wrestle the corgi from his mouth.

A tug of war ensued, and they had to drag the dogs inside.

Phil walked into the kitchen ahead of them, but as Judy stepped into the house, she froze up entirely. Zoe closed the door behind them as she released Max and let him follow Violet out into the backyard.

“You okay?”

“I thought it would be different,” she whispered, her voice almost inaudible. Zoe’s heart was beating wildly at the look on her face. In her mind’s eye, Judy was ten years old again, getting shouted at for every indiscretion, their mother screaming at her in the hallway as she had done hundreds of times in their youth.

“Do… do you want to leave? We can go.”

Judy’s eyes softened a little as she stood up straighter, shaking herself as if to shrug off the memories.

“No. It’s okay, Zo. I don’t know why I’m surprised that Mom’s life just carried on without me here. I might as well never have existed at all. It’s kind of reassuring that things are exactly like they used to be.”

She walked into the kitchen, Zoe following behind her, a weight settling on her shoulders with every step. By the time she crossed the threshold, she was fighting to keep her emotions in check.

The coffee had been set out on the island; three cups with matching saucers were placed in the center, the exact same distance between each one. The back door was open, letting in the scent of freshly cut grass and a hot, stifling breeze.

A fan buzzed in one corner, the strength of it lifting some papers that had been placed on one side of the island. Zoe looked at them briefly, noting the large metal paperclips that were so synonymous with her mother’s filing system.

All her life, Arlene had done her accounts by hand, totting everything up in a little red book every month. Everything present, correct, and accounted for, just the way she liked it.

Phil was standing by the window, a cup of coffee in hand, his back rigid, jaw set. His left hand was in his pocket, but Zoe could see as she scanned over his body that it was clenched tightly in a fist.

Arlene placed one of the cups in front of Judy and remained standing, sipping her own coffee as Judy and Zoe sat on one side of the island, as if they were there for an interview.

“How’s your health?” Arlene asked. No preamble, no ‘how are you’, just straight to the nuts and bolts.

Judy glanced up at her, sipping her coffee as her thumbnail skimmed the rim of the cup.

“I’m fine, Mom.”

“Are you on suboxone or methadone?”

Judy worried her lip, her fingers tightening and bunching the fabric of her sleeve. “No. I tapered off six weeks ago.”

Arlene nodded. “You know MAT reduces the risk of relapse, right? Are you going to any meetings to compensate?”

Judy looked like a kid being reprimanded at school, and it was making Zoe’s blood boil.

“Yes, Mom. I went to one at the beginning of the week.”

“Which one? Fisher’s church or Arlington Street?” Arlene asked.

Judy hesitated, letting out a little breath as if she were forming a lie in her head. Zoe’s stomach dropped. She hadn’t wanted to probe Judy with questions about the meeting, but it hadn’t even occurred to her that she might have lied about where she was. The pause that followed felt as if it lasted for several years until her sister finally cleared her throat.

“Uh… it was a church. There was a bunch of bunting across the door and an odd woman in the entryway glaring at me.”

Arlene’s shoulders relaxed. “Fisher’s church, then. They have a good chair, or so I’m told. He’s been there a while. They’ll be a good support for you.”

Judy was staring into her coffee, shoulders rounded and hunched forward as she seemed to grow smaller with every word.

“Did you speak at the meeting? Are you taking things seriously?” Arlene asked.

“Mom,” Zoe said sternly. “Leave it.”

Arlene shot her a venomous glare but dropped the topic, turning toward the refrigerator, opening it, and pulling out a plate of scones covered in plastic wrap. She pulled a stack of side plates toward her and mechanically placed a scone in the center of each one, handing them out with jerky, irritated movements.

Zoe expected Judy to refuse, knowing how reduced her appetite had been, but as her mother handed her the butter, Judy just cut the scone in half, slathered it with a thick layer, and began chewing it like a robot.

“How many times did you relapse?” Phil’s voice cut through the silence like a knife.

“Seriously?” Zoe snapped, twisting her neck to look at him. “Is that the first thing you’re going to say to her?”

Phil turned from the window, eyes flashing. “I just want to see how prepared I need to be. Maybe she’ll steal a car again and wrap it around a streetlight for old time’s sake. Or maybe I should keep my phone on loud so I can screen calls from Zoe saying she’s found her covered in her own vomit again. You remember that, right, Jude? When you traumatized your own sister for weeks because you decided to take OxyContin at her birthday party?”

He slammed his coffee down on the counter. Judy didn’t look up at him at all. Zoe felt a familiar knot of tension form between her shoulder blades, wishing she were stronger around her brother. He scared her when he got like this, and she felt like she was eight years old again.

“Judy’s been in rehab for a long time, Phil,” Zoe said as loudly as she could, but her voice was still a hoarse whisper. “She’s doing better now.”

“Oh, yeah. Great. Because you forced her to go, right?”

Neither Judy nor Zoe said anything more and he laughed.

“Yeah. That’s what I thought. She’s better because you paid for her to get better. But when she’s left alone she doesn’t have the capacity to do it by herself. Judy doesn’t care about anyone or anything but herself, and the fact that she’s back here and everyone is playing nice again makes me sick to my goddamn stomach.”

He picked up his bag and walked out of the room, Arlene calling for him to come back before the door slammed shut.

A heavy silence followed his departure. Judy finished her scone as if Phil had never even been there, hooking one foot under her body and looking up at Arlene.

As the silence stretched, Arlene turned to Zoe. “Have you heard any more about what happened last night? Isn’t it awful about all that money disappearing? Right under the nose of all those cops, too. Walker must have been ashamed.”

“She could hardly have predicted someone would do that at the debate, Mom,” Zoe said stiffly.

“Still, isn’t that her job? Where did she disappear to, anyway? She should have been there supporting the town; instead, Simmons had to deal with everything. What was he talking to you about anyway?” Arlene asked, turning to Judy.

“He thought I stole the money,” Judy said, sitting up a little straighter as if preparing for a fight. Her breath was coming faster, and there was sweat on her brow that hadn’t been there before.

“Hm. Well, I suppose he had just cause; it wouldn’t be the first time.”

Zoe stared at her mother in disbelief as Arlene laughed, as if making fun of Judy’s past was funny. Judy rose to her feet without a word, drained her coffee, and handed her plate back to her mother.

“Thanks for the coffee, Mom. I’m glad we’ve done this, so we don’t ever have to do it again. If you need me, you can ask Zoe how I’m doing. That’s served you well enough for the last ten years.”

Then she followed Phil, slamming the door behind her, leaving Arlene with a plate dangling from her fingers, staring at Zoe in disbelief.
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Leo had spent his weekend with Gus, fixing things around the ranch. Rock and Roll had finally justified their extortionate purchase price by attacking a coyote that had been prowling around the goat’s pen during the night.

Unfortunately, in trying to trample it to death, they’d also snapped one of the posts and almost toppled the entire fence.

It had taken the whole day on Sunday to fix it, and Leo was grateful to Gus for his help. Without him, he wouldn’t have been able to head to the clinic on Monday at all with the amount of work that was left to do at the ranch.

Leo missed Zoe and Max like crazy. He understood why she had to prioritize Judy right now, but it was still hard going to bed alone every night.

He’d received several texts from her over the weekend, speculating about what had happened at the debate and filling him in on how their little family reunion had gone. But it wasn’t the same as having her huddled on his couch or complaining about how aggressive his chickens were when she went to collect the eggs in the morning.

Leo smiled as he headed out to his truck, wondering when they’d be able to go and look at cars again. He had plenty of ancient vehicles at the ranch, but he didn’t think Zoe would appreciate his grandfather’s 1963 Chevrolet truck as an option. It had once been a nice-looking vehicle, but it had been out of use for decades. If the engine started at all, it spewed black smoke out of its rear wherever you went, and he had a feeling it wasn’t really Zoe’s style.

As he stepped out the front door, he breathed in the early morning scents in the air, grateful that the heat of the day hadn’t yet taken hold.

Not wanting to wake Gus, he closed the door behind him quietly and headed across the front drive. As he did so, a scrap of paper fluttered across the floor on the wind, and he stomped on it to stop it from littering his ranch. Bending to retrieve it, he grimaced at the sight of Simmons’ smug face staring back at him from the flyer.

Leo wasn’t happy about how things had gone down at the debate. Judy had enough to worry about without the deputy putting a target on her back. Leo hated bullies, and Simmons had all the hallmarks of a guy who would abuse his power the second he was given it.

Crumpling the paper in his fist, he shoved it into the compost as he passed by and hopped up into his truck.

As he drove toward the clinic, he glanced at the passenger seat where Max’s hair was plastered across the fabric, his spare leash coiled in the footwell.

Is it too early for me and Zo to move in together?

Leo had only ever lived with one other woman, his ex-girlfriend Freya, who had passed away over a year before in a tragic car accident. Guilt flared as he thought about how little he’d pictured her lately.

There had been a time when he thought of her every morning, but since Zoe had come into his life, those instances had dwindled.

Turning the truck toward the clinic, Leo wondered what Zoe would say if he told her that he’d been thinking about her living at the ranch.

A deer in the headlights springs to mind.

He had never dated anyone who was so terrified of commitment as Zoe Fontaine, not to mention the fact that she seemed to think he was going to break up with her every other day.

Leo smiled. The thought hadn’t even occurred to him—she was a whirlwind, and a pain in his ass, but he adored her.

As he pulled into the parking lot, his brow furrowed at the sight of the shiny Tesla that was already there. Nancy was behind the reception desk inside, glaring at it suspiciously, and as Leo walked through the front door, Porter Quaid got out, buttoning up his jacket.

“Who’s that guy?” Nancy asked as Leo placed his bag beside the front desk, attempting to look casual.

“Uh, he’s one of the reps from Linmans. I asked to speak to someone about all the noise, and that’s who they sent. Is my office free?”

“Yeah. We have the surgery at three today, by the way.”

Leo nodded. “I got it. Have they called?”

“Not yet, but he did yesterday to confirm he’s all set.”

“Great, thanks, Nancy. How’s Adrian this morning?”

“Complainin’ that my pancakes are too sweet,” Nancy grumbled. “And he broke our TV table last night.”

“How’d he do that?” Leo asked.

Nancy’s cheeks heated. “Trying to kiss me, would you believe it. I guess romance isn’t dead.”

“Well, if he’s gettin’ frisky, he must be feelin’ better,” he said with a wink, and Nancy was giggling like a schoolgirl as Quaid came through the front door.

“Come through to my office,” Leo said, and Quaid gave Nancy a charming smile as he passed her. She didn’t return it, narrowing her eyes at him irritably.

Leo closed the door firmly behind Quaid, aware that Nancy wasn’t above listening through the keyhole when she thought she was being shut out of an important discussion.

“What can I do for you?” Leo asked.

Quaid sat down opposite, crossed his legs, leaned back in his chair, and squinted out the window. The view looked directly onto the lot, and the glass was caked in dust.

“Wow,” Quaid said with a smirk. “Sorry about the view. That must have caused you some trouble.”

“I appreciate you comin’ by, Mr. Quaid, but I have a busy schedule today.”

“I’m glad to hear that. Things have looked pretty quiet around here lately. I was really sorry to hear about the break-in, too. That’s the last thing a small business needs.”

Leo paused, one hand on his mouse, about to wake up his computer, and he looked over at the other man quizzically.

Is Zoe right about this slimeball? Would they stoop to staging a robbery to get me out of here?

“Thanks,” he said stiffly as his laptop made a little ding as it woke up.

Quaid unbuttoned his jacket and slumped back in his chair.

“I don’t want to waste your time, Dr. Rowden. I’m here to make you a formal offer. Putting it plainly, you’d be lookin’ at over one million dollars for this site and the business premises combined.”

Leo blinked rapidly, his mouth falling open in amazement. He had known that for the business and the land it would have to be a significant sum, but he had never dreamed it would be that much.

“Obviously, we’d break it down in detail for you, and we think it’s a generous offer, but I know how personal a business can be. If you so choose, you could sell us the land, and if you’re looking to relocate elsewhere, we’d cover the costs of that, too.”

Leo sat very still, staring at Quaid in astonishment. He wished he wasn’t the type of man who would be swayed by ones and zeroes, but with the state of things, and his general feelings toward his work, this could be the answer to all his problems.

He could continue consulting and working with his patients in the area, without the practice and the costs of the buildings weighing him down. It would be like old times when he would work with ranchers and farmers across the county.

“I’d be happy to discuss this with you in more depth—”

“I’m interested, Mr. Quaid,” he blurted out, his stomach clenching unpleasantly at Quaid’s satisfied smile. “Send me the offer. You have my email, and I’ll look it over.”

“Wonderful, I’ll be in touch.”

Quaid sat forward, buttoning up his jacket again. The meeting had taken less than two minutes, yet clearly that was all he’d needed.

Life really can change on a dime these days.

“I take it your staff is unaware of our negotiations?” Quaid clarified.

“Correct. I’d prefer to keep it that way.”

“Of course, we’ll be very discreet, Dr. Rowden.”

Still, as Quaid left, Leo craned his head around to see if Nancy was anywhere nearby. But in a few minutes, she bustled in with his morning coffee as if she hadn’t a care in the world and placed his schedule down beside him. It was printed off in hard copy, as always, and in a plastic folder he kept telling her not to use.

He nodded his thanks, turning to his computer about to begin his work for the day, when someone else entered his office behind Nancy.

The receptionist looked her up and down, gave Leo a side eye, and then went back to her desk with a look of contempt on her face.

Judy looked exhausted, a thin sweater covering her frame, and he could see her hip bones through the fabric where it hung down over her jeans.

“Judy!” he said, standing up and indicating the seat in front of him. “How did you find this place?”

Judy laughed. “Zoe does not stop going on about you while we’re together. Leo this, and Leo that. I knew this must be where the clinic was because she was saying how the construction was causing problems. The apartments they’re building look super ugly. Why does everything have to be a brick box these days?”

“Well, you’d have to ask them that,” he said, sitting down and raising his eyebrows at her. “Is everything okay?”

“Oh, sure. Don’t worry. I have nothing to occupy me at the moment, and Zoe’s at work. I wanted to get some exercise, and you’re neutral territory, you know? I thought I might come by and talk to someone who isn’t expecting me to die, be high, or say goodbye.”

Leo smiled. “Catchy slogan.”

“My therapist said the same thing.”

They fell silent, and Judy cocked her head to one side. “Zoe said you had an offer from the people doing all this work. Linmans, right? Was that the suit I just saw leaving your office?”

Leo frowned at her, and Judy shook her head, holding her hands up.

“Neutral ground, remember? I won’t say anything.” Leo looked at her skeptically, and Judy laughed. “I won’t!”

He scrubbed a hand over his face. “Would you turn down a million bucks?” he asked, and Judy whistled.

“Sure. But only because nobody in their right mind should give an addict a million bucks.”

“Good point.”

“Is that what they’ve offered?” Judy asked.

“Not quite. They’ve dangled it, but I reckon it’ll probably work out as less than that with all the extra costs that come with this kind of deal. Still, it would get me out of one hell of a bind. But they’re not good people, Judy. They’ve caused your sister a lot of grief. I’m not sure taking their money is the best idea.”

“What’s the alternative?”

“Bankruptcy?” he shrugged when her eyes widened. “Well, not quite that. But this place isn’t doing well. There are bigger, cheaper vets in the neighboring towns, and people are going there instead. I can’t keep afloat with the baseline of patients I have right now.”

Judy leaned forward. “But you told Zoe about it?”

“Yeah.”

“And she’s okay with it?”

“I wouldn’t say okay with it, but she understands I can’t allow my staff to lose their jobs. I have to protect my people.”

Judy’s eyes met his. “As someone who has made a lot of questionable decisions in her life, can I give you some advice?”

“Please do.”

“You might be in a bind, and this offer might fix everything right now. But how are you going to feel when you look back at this decision, this money, in five years? If I’ve learned anything, it’s that there’s usually an easy path and a hard path. The hard one is really shitty, but it tends to have better rewards.”

She shifted in her seat, staring out at the dust rising from the lot through the window in a gentle cloud.

“Also, as someone who has lost Zoe’s trust more times than I can count, if this might cause problems between you, however far down the line it might be, think carefully before you decide. Zoe’s not someone you wanna lose if you can help it.”

Leo’s chest tightened at the wistful expression on Judy’s face. For a moment, she looked like the effervescent young woman he had known in his youth, instead of the shell she had become.

“I’m glad you’re back, Judy,” Leo said honestly, and he was shocked to see her bottom lip tremble a little at those words.

“Thanks, Leo. At least somebody is. I’m glad you’re dating my sister. She has the worst taste in men, and you seem to be a diversion from the norm.”

He raised his coffee in a salute. “Here’s to the right path.”

Judy raised an imaginary glass. “Cheers to that.”
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“I should go,” Leo murmured.

Zoe’s eyes fluttered open, checking the clock on the bedside table in her room. Leo’s arm was still hugging her waist, and she laughed softly as he tightened it further.

“You don’t feel like you’re moving,” she whispered.

“Well, that’s your fault, you should be less comfortable. I need to get back to the ranch and check on Gus. What time is it?”

“Nearly midnight.”

She looked back at Leo as he raised his head, squinting at the clock. He looked beautifully rumpled, a pillow crease on one cheek.

“Man, I didn’t mean to pass out,” he said, nuzzling his nose against her shoulder. “That’s also your fault.”

Zoe shivered as he brushed a kiss over her neck and rolled out of bed.

“Did Judy come back yet?” he asked, twisting around as he tugged on his socks.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I haven’t heard her.”

“And you still have no idea where she’s been going at night?”

“She says it’s ‘walking around town,’ but I think even she knows she can’t keep telling me that. You don’t stay out until three or four in the morning because you need the exercise.”

“She seemed in a pretty good headspace when she came by the clinic today. Have you seen anything in her behavior that would suggest she’s using again?”

“No. Nothing. And I kind of feel like I have a degree in that now. I know what she’s like when she’s taking drugs. She’s erratic, jumpy. At the moment, she’s just sleeping all the time.”

“And that wouldn’t be due to getting in at four in the morning, right?”

Zoe scoffed, tugging on an oversized t-shirt and some linen shorts as she stood up and stretched languidly. She lowered her arms, glancing guiltily at Leo.

“I thought about putting a tracker on the phone I gave her.”

Leo was buttoning up his shirt, and his brow furrowed as he met her gaze. “You didn’t, though, right?”

“No. I decided it would be an invasion of privacy,” she mumbled.

“Which it is.”

Zoe pursed her lips. “If Gus was regularly getting in at 4 a.m. and you had no idea where he was, how would you feel about it?”

Leo dropped his hands to his sides, tugging at the cuffs. “Yeah, I see your point. But there’s a line. As her sister, you can’t be monitoring her every move. It’s not fair to her, or you.”

“I know. But I hate not knowing where she is. What could she possibly be doing?”

“Have you ever seen her right after she gets in, or confronted her about it?” Leo asked.

A cold weight settled in her stomach. “No. I didn’t want her to think I didn’t trust her.”

“Do you?” he asked flatly.

“I guess not.”

“Well then,” Leo said, putting his bag over his shoulder. “I don’t want to be the guy who makes you worry more, Zo, but there’s a chance she comes home high and goes straight to her room to make sure you don’t realize.”

Zoe rubbed at her arm self-consciously, feeling stupid that that idea had never occurred to her. Leo came around the bed and put his hands on her shoulders. His eyes were achingly understanding.

“Listen, you know Judy better than anyone, and I don’t want to put ideas in your head. But this has been going on for long enough. You’re worried, and she needs to understand her actions have consequences. I think she’ll get that, she’s different from what I remember.”

“What do you remember?”

Leo gave a half-shrug. “Judy was always this livewire in high school. She would do crazy shit, never caring what anyone thought of her. But now, she’s mellowed. I think she’s…” he released her, sighing as he turned toward the door.

“She’s what?”

“I don’t want you to get mad at me,” he said, a smirk spreading over his face. “I just had a really good booty call with my girlfriend; I don’t want to fight.”

“You’re such an ass. I promise I won’t get mad. Whatever you’ve been thinking, I’ve probably thought it myself.”

He rubbed a hand over the stubble on his chin. “Judy was pretty self-centered back then. I never knew her well, but I remember what people used to say about her. She put herself above her friends, and chose drugs over her family—”

“It’s not a choice, Leo.”

“I know, I know. Remember, you said you wouldn’t get mad?” Zoe crossed her arms over her chest. “What I’m saying is, Judy was a lot more self-centered when she was younger. But she’s changed. She seems more centered, more aware of herself and others. I know she has her problems, and you don’t want to start a fight, but if you explain where you’re coming from, I think she’ll listen.”

“What did the two of you talk about today at the clinic?” Zoe asked curiously.

Leo gave her a soft, rare smile. “Taking the high road or the low road. Judy can be pretty insightful when she chooses to be.”

He walked out of her room and into the apartment, Max rising from his position outside the door and stretching, giving a wide yawn.

“Sorry, buddy,” Leo said, crouching down to him and stroking his head. “We were busy and you’d have gotten in the way.”

“Oh my God, Leo,” Zoe said, her cheeks flaming as he chuckled.

“What? It’s true,” he rose as Max jumped up, sniffing at him and demanding more attention. “Want me to take him with me tonight? I can have him at the clinic in the morning.”

“No, that’s alright,” Zoe said as Max transferred his weight to her and sniffed manically at her chin. “I can take him to the office, it’s no problem. I just hope the rain arrives; it’s so humid right now I might die.”

Zoe swallowed nervously as Leo looked around the apartment, and his eyes came to rest on the plant beside the window.

“Well, at least you’ve managed to keep my gift alive,” he said with a grin, and kissed her before walking to the front door. “I hope Judy gets back soon.”

“Thanks,” Zoe said, waving to him as he tiptoed backward down the corridor in an exaggerated way that made her laugh.

Once he was out of sight, she turned, confused, and went back to the monstera plant.

To her amazement, it was alive and well, repotted in a new planter, with fresh soil. There was even a little stick of something pushed into it, bright green and tubular. The leaves that had died had been removed, and the main stem and the other smaller leaves were looking less wilted and green again. She smiled, brushing her fingers over it thoughtfully.

But as she lowered her hand and checked the clock, she frowned.

Maybe Judy does care more now, but I still don’t know where the hell she is.

Leo was right; she had to get to the bottom of this, for her own sanity, if nothing else.
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Unable to sleep, Zoe began working once Leo had left, and it was now 3 a.m. There were dozens of files and documents spread out around her laptop, and she had been scouring the internet for hours, looking at photos of the fire.

What Judy had said was still bubbling at the back of her mind. Could there still be files in the basement of the Sapphire Foundation site?

The photographs she had found showed a burned-out shell of the building, just as Judy had said. She had been able to find one aerial image, but the height it had been taken from didn’t allow her to discern much. The only obvious thing was that the site was enormous, far larger than she had realized, stretching back into the woods and mountains behind.

Sifting through the paperwork, she had reopened the file that had been left in her car several months before. Now that she drilled down into the details, it seemed that the deeds and property information were even more disparate than she had first thought. The strange thing was that the properties weren’t consistent at all.

She had expected the deeds to belong to buildings that had since been converted into medical facilities, or at least businesses with a medical background, associated with Linmans Pharmaceuticals. But, in reality, that only accounted for a few of them.

Some were insurance buildings, and another was for a fertility clinic in Abbotsville. There was no consistent pattern. Yes, the buildings were all owned by Linmans, but the connection between their specialties eluded her. She was beginning to wonder if one even existed.

Why did someone leave me these? There must be a reason the deeds are important, but I can’t work out what it is.

A key in the lock of the front door broke her from her thoughts, and Zoe shuffled the papers together, sitting quietly waiting for her sister to enter. She leaned down and held Max’s collar so he didn’t jump at her the moment she walked in.

When the door opened, Judy had her head down, already toeing off her shoes and closing it slowly and quietly behind her.

Turning, she made to tiptoe into her room, only to freeze at the sight of Zoe.

“Morning,” Zoe said softly. “Back from a stroll?”

Judy was a statue, balanced almost comically on the balls of her feet, staring at Zoe with wide-eyed astonishment. Zoe’s gaze moved to Judy’s eyes, focusing on her pupils. They were small, natural—normal. Judy didn’t look high; she looked tired and guilty.

Zoe rose, letting go of Max, who padded slowly over to Judy, sniffing at her as she looked down at him and stroked his head.

“Uh… hi,” she said, swallowing. “I didn’t know you’d be up.”

“No, well, Leo came over for a little while. You said you were at a meeting.”

“I was.”

“Did it run long? Three o’clock seems extreme.”

Judy didn’t smile, worrying at her lip. She ran a hand through her hair. “I was—”

“If you say you were ‘out walking’ again, I will throw my laptop at you.”

She hadn’t meant her voice to come out so sternly, but Max looked back at her nervously and slunk to his bed. Flopping down on top of his toys, he grabbed the Corgi and watched them with a worried expression.

“Jesus, you sound like Mom,” Judy grumbled.

“Yeah, I can hear it myself, and I don’t like it any more than you do, but I need to know where you were. Leo convinced me that if I was honest with you, you’d listen. So this is me being honest. I’m worried. I have been for a few days. If you’re not using again—”

“I’m not.”

“Then what are you doing?”

Judy’s shoulders slumped. “Can I… could we maybe have a cup of tea and just talk for a bit?”

Zoe stared at her in surprise; she’d expected Judy to want to go to bed or deflect. Part of her had wondered if she would simply storm right out the door again, but instead, she looked almost apologetic.

“Of course we can do that,” she said gently. “I want to talk to you, Jude, that’s what I’ve been trying to do for days.”

Her sister nodded, heading over to the kitchen. “I bought some of that sleepy tea that’s supposed to be good for relaxation.”

“Oh. Okay.”

“Want one?”

“Sure.”

Once they were seated on the couch with a cup of tea in hand, Max came over to Judy and nestled his head on her thigh. Zoe waited, her body trembling with anxiety and nerves as she waited for Judy to finally tell her the truth.

“I did go to the meeting. Mom was right, actually. The chair, Damon, is decent. He’s quite abrupt, and he’s real pissed off when you’re, like, thirty seconds late, but he’s a nice guy. I’m gonna try to keep going to them.”

“Good. That’s good.”

“It’s not what you think,” Judy’s eyes met hers. “I’m clean.”

“You’ve said that before.”

“Yeah. I know. I get it that you don’t believe me, but I kind of don’t want to tell you where I was either.”

Zoe swallowed, lowering her tea to her knee before she remembered Max’s head was in the way and jerked it back, almost spilling it over her legs.

“It can’t be worse than what I’ve been imagining,” she grumbled.

Judy scoffed. “Yeah. Well, I’m not sure you’ll welcome where I actually was any better… You used to be kind of a prude.”

Zoe was in the middle of blowing on her tea to cool it, and her eyes flicked up to Judy in surprise. “A prude?” she asked. “Why is that relevant?”

“So you admit you were a prude,” Judy said with a little smirk.

“Oh, right, so you just got out of rehab and already you’re banging it out with some dude?” She laughed and then stopped abruptly at Judy’s expression. “Holy shit, were you with a guy?” she asked.

“Is that so impossible?”

“No! Not in normal circumstances, but you’ve been home for five minutes! Also aren’t there rules around this? No relationships for two years or something?’”

“One year.”

“Uh-huh, and two weeks seemed enough for you?” Zoe felt a bubble of laughter rise in her chest. It shouldn’t have been funny at all, but the relief that Judy wasn’t going on some drug-filled rampage around town made her feel almost euphoric.

“It’s not a relationship, it’s just sex,” Judy stated matter-of-factly, and Zoe rolled her eyes.

“Right, hence the prude remark. Who the hell did you manage to meet? Because I wouldn’t have said Sapphire was just bursting with talent.”

Judy placed her cup in her lap, her thin fingers picking at the rim with a tiny tinging sound.

“Uh… he’s my ex.”

Zoe’s chest tightened. “Your ex? Who was your—oh.” She closed her eyes, a lead weight plummeting into her stomach.

Judy shrugged. “When we went on that walk on the first day I was here, I recognized the road where he used to live. I’d written him a letter while I was in rehab. You’re encouraged to make amends with people, and I kind of abandoned him and shat all over his life. So I thought I should write and say I was sorry. He replied, wished me well. It surprised me, but he was one of the few people I knew here. I told him I was coming back, and I thought, why not get back in touch? Everything else is just a bunch of crap in my life, and he was a decent guy.”

“He got you into drugs, Judy,” Zoe murmured darkly. “You’re talking about Joe, I take it? Joe Simpson?”

“Yeah, but he didn’t get me into drugs. We took them together.”

Zoe put down her tea, rising from her seated position and dislodging Max. The puppy sat back watching her as Zoe turned on Judy, her hands on her hips, looming over her angrily.

“Are you insane? You were fifteen when you first met; he was seventeen. Of course he got you into drugs.”

“I was already trying stuff out when I met Joe. It wasn’t just him.”

“Judy! Come on. Even you must realize how stupid this is.”

Judy scowled, putting down her own cup and rising too. “I knew you would be like this,” she muttered. “It’s just as you said, Zo, I could be doing a lot of terrible things, but I’m not. I’m just getting laid.”

“With a guy who takes drugs.”

“He isn’t into that anymore. He’s got a real job and works in the town, and he knows I’m in recovery.”

“Oh great, I’m sure he’ll stick to that.”

“You don’t know him,” Judy snapped.

“And I don’t want to. The last thing you need is another distraction, something that, if it ends, might send you spiraling downward again. You need to focus on being better, not…”

“Not what? Not feeling something other than misery? Because if I weren’t with Joe, I would be lying in my bed staring at the ceiling, going nuts. I haven’t slept well for years; I’m basically a full-blown insomniac at this point. All I think about during the night is drugs, Zo. That’s all that fills my head. If I fill my head with something else—someone else—I might just get through another day.”

“But don’t you see that’s the problem? This is about getting through by yourself. If you don’t learn to do that, you’ll always be relying on other people. And what happens when those people leave?”

“My whole family did,” Judy spat. “So I’m used to that.”

“I’m still here,” Zoe retorted, her body quivering with anger.

“Yeah, and you’ve never sounded more like Mom in your life.”

Judy stormed away, slamming the door so loud that Max whined, burying his head beneath the pillow in his bed. Zoe walked over to him, collapsing beside him, cross-legged and hopeless on the floor. She dug her fingers into his thick fur, trying to reassure him.

“It’s okay, buddy,” she murmured. “It’s okay.”

Max didn’t relax until she took him into her room and he climbed onto her bed. Lying in the dark with the heavy weight of his head on her chest, she stared at the ceiling, wondering if Judy was in her room doing the same.

Zoe stayed like that, eyes wide awake and unable to rest for hours. She watched the dawn light spread through the room, occasionally stroking Max as he shifted, grumbling in his sleep—content and happy while Zoe quietly fumed beneath him.

By seven o’clock, she hadn’t slept at all, the town waking up around her, cars moving along the road outside the apartment. She hadn’t heard any sound from Judy’s room and just hoped she could avoid her at breakfast. The last thing she wanted was another scene. As she turned to check the time, her phone vibrated on the bedside table.

The caller ID was an unknown number and, assuming it might be about a story, she answered it.

“Zoe Fontaine.”

“Zoe?” The quivering voice on the other end made her sit up abruptly. “It’s Evelyn Cooper. Could you come over to Barry’s place? I just came to collect him for work, and he’s… he’s dead.”
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“Evelyn, what happened?” Zoe asked as approached Evelyn in the driveway of Barry’s home.

The librarian was walking stiffly down the drive; her eyes fixed on the ground. Zoe took her hand as Evelyn clutched at her desperately.

Zoe looked around in Barry’s yard for somewhere she could tie Max up and headed for a low-hanging apple tree where he’d be in the shade.

“I’ll be back, buddy,” she said gently, tying his leash to a branch before she and Evelyn went to the front door of the house.

The police were already there; Simmons and Walker standing in the hallway, a white sheet pulled over Barry’s body. He was positioned at the edge of the hall, and even beneath the sheet, Zoe could see he was at an odd angle. His body slumped over as if having sat down in place.

Nausea rose as she thought about the last time she had seen him, the sparkling way he had lit up the room, calling out the raffle numbers. Larger than life.

“I was here to pick him up,” Evelyn said. “We spoke last night. He was going to come and itemize the last of the children’s books before they got shipped out. He was so excited that we’d completed a part of the project. He was fine, Zoe. I mean, he’s always had a few health problems, and he is in his nineties, but he seemed so cheerful.”

Zoe put an arm around her shoulders, turning Evelyn away so she wouldn’t have to look at the body.

“I thought he might have had a stroke,” the librarian whispered. “He was cold to the touch.”

“Oh, Evelyn, I’m so sorry,” Zoe said gently.

“I just can’t believe it.”

Simmons stepped outside, his hat on, notepad in hand, looking around the property.

“No need to worry, Miss Cooper, we’ll get this wrapped up and dealt with as quickly as possible,” he said quietly, flipping his notepad shut, staring up at the sun, and closing his eyes like he was on vacation.

“Do you know what happened to him?” Evelyn asked, her tone sharper than it had been with Zoe.

“The coroner’s on his way, but I would say this is probably natural causes.”

“He wasn’t sick, though,” Evelyn muttered. “He was fine when I spoke with him.”

“Still, he was an old man, Miss Cooper. These things happen.”

“Have you checked to see if anyone tried to get into the house?” Zoe asked.

Simmons gave her a pitying look. “You leave the police work up to us, Miss Fontaine. We’ve got it covered.”

He sauntered along the wall of the house, and Zoe was gratified to note that now he looked as if he were examining the windows more carefully.

Walker emerged, looking more downcast than Simmons had. Her skin was paler than usual, her presence dulled. Black shadows circled her eyes, and as she came closer, Zoe noticed they were bloodshot.

“Hi, Evie,” Walker said kindly. “How you doin’?”

“Oh, I’m alright, Fred, thank you. I just didn’t expect it. It was such a shock. He’s been a rock for me these last few months.”

Walker removed her hat; her hair was greasy in the sunshine, streaks of it sticking together unpleasantly.

“You need anythin’ you call me, okay? I reckon you should take the day off. I’ll let you know once we have it all processed.”

“What’ll happen to him? He has a granddaughter, I’ll need to let her know.”

“Of course, I called Mo at the funeral home. They’ll come and collect the body once the coroner has been here. You don’t need to stay.”

Evelyn nodded just as something streaked past them at ground level. Zoe spun round, noting the leash hanging from the tree branch behind her and the sleek body of Max rushing into the house.

“Oh my God, Max!” she shouted, sprinting after him. Max bypassed Barry’s body, running up the stairs. Zoe wasn’t sure if something had spooked him, but he was going so fast she could barely keep track of him.

Footsteps behind her told her that Simmons and Walker were following, and she ran up the stairs two at a time, looking into the bedrooms one by one.

At the end of the corridor, she found Max lying on the floor beside one of the beds, panting happily, looking up at her proudly.

Mortified, she ran inside and grabbed him, turning to find Simmons glaring at her.

“You need to keep that animal under control. Until the coroner gets here, this is a crime scene. You could be contaminatin’ the evidence.”

“Give it a rest, Vic,” Walker said. “Zo, would you take Max downstairs and out, please?”

“Of course, I’m sorry. I thought he was secure.” She went to grab Max’s collar, but as she did so, he moved toward the bed, sniffing at something.

After a few seconds of Zoe trying ineffectually to pull him back, Walker crouched down, looking under the bed, too. Zoe narrowed her eyes, peering into the darkness. There appeared to be a small black box under the bed, hanging open against the carpet.

“What’s he sniffin’ at?” Walker asked, reaching beneath the bed and drawing out the box. They all looked at it curiously. It seemed to be a display case for coins or medals, but it was empty.

Zoe glanced at Walker as Simmons snatched it from her hands, giving it a cursory glance before snapping it shut dismissively, placing it on the side table.

“Let the family know, I guess, looks like he might have been in the service. Medal box, maybe.”

“But why is it empty?” Zoe asked, and Simmons gave her a vicious glare.

“This is a police matter, Miss Fontaine, and you shouldn’t even be here. That dog has fur that could get all over the house. Just take him outside before I arrest you for trespassin’.”

She held back the urge to roll her eyes, glancing at Walker as she left the room. The acting sheriff was visibly biting her tongue and staring at Simmons’ back in exasperation.

Is Walker just going to let him run over her like this? Did his speech spook her that bad?

Making her way outside, Max’s collar held tightly in her grip, Zoe looked apologetically at Evelyn.

“He’s never done that before. I can’t believe he got loose.”

Evelyn came forward, Max’s leash dangling in her hand.

“The clasp came off, see? It snapped. He must have been tryin’ to get to you, I reckon.”

Zoe sighed. “Thanks.” She made a makeshift knot with the leash and straightened up, looking at her with concern.

“Can I give you a ride home?”

Evelyn shook her head. “No. I have my car here. I’m going to go to the library. That’s what Barry would have done, and we only have a few more days to get it all cleared. I know it sounds trite, but he’d want me to keep working.”

“You’re sure? Take it easy today. And if you feel like you need to rest, then go home. You’re no good to anyone if you don’t let yourself grieve.”

“Thanks, Zoe,” she glanced up at the house, her brow furrowing as she took a step closer to her. “I’m glad I called you. It may well be that Barry died of natural causes, but I could tell right off that Simmons was pushin’ for that. I don’t want it to just be dismissed if there’s somethin’ else in it.”

“Do you think there might be?”

Evelyn’s eyes narrowed as she looked at the hallway of the house and swallowed. “I just don’t know, but why is he there? He was in his pajamas. Why would he go downstairs in the middle of the night like that?”

“I don’t know, but I’ll look into it, okay? Even if the cops won’t.”

Evelyn smiled gratefully, patting Max on the head awkwardly before she made her way down the path toward her car.

Zoe turned as Walker came out of the house again, looking like a thundercloud.

“Sorry,” Zoe said sincerely, tugging Max closer to her leg. “He’s never done that before.”

Walker looked down at Max, but her eyes softened. “You’re a menace,” she said, addressing Max as she offered him her hand to sniff. He backed off, but not as far as he usually did with cops. “He must have smelled somethin’ up there maybe,” Walker said thoughtfully.

“I wondered that. You think that case under the bed is significant?”

Walker leaned her head to one side. “I mean, it’s odd that it’s empty. I’ll report it, and Simmons’ll make sure to take all the credit if it turns out to be important.”

“That his style?” Zoe asked.

“Oh yeah,” Walker murmured.

“Look, Evelyn was saying Barry was fine last night. I know he was elderly, but doesn’t this seem odd to you?”

“Could be. I heard him entertainin’ everyone like he was twenty at the sheriff’s debate. Barry Finnigan wasn’t a wallflower, that’s for sure.” Walker’s eyes ran over the house. “Could’a been a forced entry, maybe. Someone could have surprised him?”

“That case could have been full once upon a time,” Zoe mused. “There sure have been a lot of thefts lately. That’s Bowen’s, Kissinger’s, and the church charity money now. It can’t be coincidental. What if this is all related?”

“Can we help you with anything else, Miss Fontaine?” Simmons asked, coming out of the house, his hands on his belt. His nose was running, and there was a drop of moisture hanging from the tip.

“I was just leaving,” Zoe said hurriedly, pulling Max down the path.

“Glad to hear it,” Simmons said after her, and Zoe felt the sting of humiliation as she got back to her car.

“Why did you have to run into the house like that, Max?” she grumbled. “You’re usually terrified of cops, and today you decide to invade a crime scene?”

Max’s nose was going crazy sniffing along the ground outside the house, and she had to lift him and deposit him unceremoniously in the back of the car, attaching his collar to the harness as best she could.

“No pup cups for you, today,” she muttered and shut the door, glancing back at the house. The white sheet in the hallway was just visible from where she stood.

Barry Finnigan had lived in Sapphire all his life. Deaths like these affected the whole community, and it wouldn’t be long before everyone heard about it.

There really is no dignity in death.

She climbed into the driver’s seat and headed for home. When Evelyn had called, she’d had only minutes to grab some clothes and head out. She needed a shower and a fresh shirt before she headed to the office to start working on Barry’s obituary—that at least she was able to do.
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When she entered her apartment about half an hour later, Judy was sitting on the couch with Zoe’s laptop on her knee.

“Hey! I thought you’d gone to work.”

“I got a call,” Zoe replied, letting Max in as he headed straight to his water bowl. She hadn’t even had time to feed him properly and set about putting some kibble in a bowl.

“Are you okay? You look flustered,” Judy asked.

“Do you remember the old guy from the raffle at the sheriff’s debate? He was calling out the numbers.”

“Sure, he was hilarious.”

“Yeah… so, he’s dead.”

Judy put the laptop to one side. “What?”

“I got a call from Evelyn, the librarian at the Sapphire Valley library. She went to pick him up for work, and he’d passed away.”

“Oh my God. Did you know him well?”

“Not really. He never liked me all that much. But he was a good guy.”

“Why didn’t he like you?”

“Barry had worked at the library for years. Earlier this year, a company called Dunridge Developments was going to buy it, and I helped a campaign trying to preserve it.”

“Okay… isn’t that a good thing?”

“Technically, yeah, but as part of a compromise for Dunridge to finalize the development, we agreed the library would be moved. I mean, it was sinking into the ground and pretty much unfit for its purpose, but Barry didn’t see it that way. He didn’t like the idea of moving, at least, not initially. Apparently, he warmed up to it and was looking forward to seeing the new premises—I guess he won’t get the chance now.”

“Man. That’s awful. How did he die?”

“They think it’s old age.”

Judy smirked. “And Zoe Fontaine, the great journalist extraordinaire, doesn’t?”

“Excuse me?” she said irritably.

“Well, you always have a theory. Even when things were super simple, you looked at everything from, like, a million angles. Doesn’t sound like you think the cops are right about him ‘just being old’.”

“You sound like Leo,” Zoe huffed. “I mean, he was in his nineties, but… I guess I think it’s odd that there was no indication he was sick. I had a similar thing happen a few months back, and that wasn’t just old people dying either.” She ran a hand through her hair as she realized it was sticking up at odd angles all over the place.

“I have to change, and I don’t think I’ll have time for a shower before work. Could you watch Max for a few minutes while I make myself look less like a swamp creature?”

“I didn’t want to mention your hair, but damn.”

“Thanks, Jude, that makes me feel so much better.”

Judy laughed as Zoe went into her room, grabbing a shirt from her closet and some capri pants she didn’t usually wear to the office. It was already hot outside, and she couldn’t bear to put on jeans when she was already sweltering.

When she got back into the living room, Max had settled down at Judy’s feet, and Zoe noted that the website Judy was looking at was a local jobs forum.

“Find anything?” she asked, nodding at the screen.

“Not yet. But then, I don’t really know what to look for; I’m not like you and Phil. I didn’t have any kind of ‘calling’, I just went from one screw-up to the next.”

“You have a big brain in your head, Jude. You might not have a lot of experience, but you think logically, you’re articulate, and you’re sensible. That’s more than a lot of the people I’ve worked with can claim to be.”

Judy laughed. “Maybe I could come and work for you at The Chronicle. Can you imagine? One of us would commit murder in a week.”

“Agreed.” Zoe looked at Max lying at Judy’s feet. “What about pet stuff? Leo owns the vet clinic, and plenty of people in town need their dogs walked. You could ask around?”

Judy looked like she really thought about it for a minute. “Huh. I guess I could do that. I know all the best places in this town, and I’m good with animals.”

“There you go, then.”

“Why don’t you leave Max with me today. I could have him as my first client. Twenty bucks for a walk and caring for him while you’re gone.”

Zoe stared at her dog, a little off-balance at the offer. Other than Leo and Gus, she had never left Max with anyone before. Max was her baby; she wasn’t sure how she felt about leaving him with her unpredictable and erratic sister.

“What are you planning to do today?” she asked evasively.

“Well, I was gonna go job hunting. Maybe if I walk Max around town, people who don’t remember me might ask about it. I could put a sign around my neck offering my services.”

“Uh-huh, I’m sure that won’t put people off,” she said sarcastically. “But sure, I guess I can leave Max with you. He’ll need a walk around lunch, just don’t let him off the leash at all. He has a habit of running after squirrels when your back is turned. If you walk him, try to stay off the sidewalks as they’re hot in the middle of the day.”

“You got it, boss. You wanna go for a walk later, buddy?”

Max sprang to his feet, prancing about excitedly, and Zoe couldn’t help laughing at him.

“Never use the ‘W’ word without cause, Jude. He thinks you’re going now.”

Judy ruffled her fingers between his ears. “Maybe we could go and get a coffee, huh buddy?”

“Do you need cash?”

Judy glanced up at her, closing the laptop as her shoulders hunched forward. “Uh. Do you have five bucks?”

“Take my card. Just don’t spend more than ten dollars, or I’ll fire you.”

Judy took the card, frowning at it. “I’ll pay you back.”

“I know.”

Zoe headed for the door, stroking Max, who pranced over eagerly, expecting to come with her.

“I can’t take you with me, buddy. You stay with Judy, okay?”

“It’s all good,” Judy said, hopping up from the couch. “He thinks we’re going for a walk, I might as well take him now. Then he won’t be too heartbroken about you being gone for the day.”

Zoe waited for Judy to grab her bag, and then they both headed down to the ground level, Max’s claws clattering loudly on the stairwell as they descended.

As Zoe held the door for her sister, she watched Max trotting beside her, happy and relaxed, as a plan formed in her mind. There was someone else who might welcome the services of a dog walker; she just hoped it wouldn’t be a mistake to ask.

As they all emerged from the apartment block and walked toward Zoe’s car, she noticed another one parked further up the street. Usually, she wouldn’t have paid it any mind, but she could hear the engine idling. Glancing over at it, a bolt of alarm skittered over her skin.

It was a dark blue Toyota Yaris.

Zoe kept walking, keeping on the line to her car, trying to surreptitiously glance at it without being too obvious.

Judy strolled beside her, holding her face up to the sun and sighing gently as the breeze whipped past them, travelling up the hill and into the mountains.

As she reached her car, Zoe couldn’t help glancing back at the Toyota one final time. She couldn’t see anyone inside.

Judy’s gaze followed hers. “Who’s that?” she asked, her voice suddenly clipped and sharp.

“What? Nobody,” Zoe muttered.

“You’re a bad liar, Zo. You’re pale as a ghost.”

“It’s nobody, Judy. I thought I saw someone I recognized, but it’s not them.” Judy’s gaze remained on the car, her eyes narrowing. “Would you stop staring at it?”

“You stiffened up as soon as we left the apartment block. Are you in trouble?”

“Of course not.”

“Zo, you do not go white as a sheet because you see a car pulled up at the side of a road.” Judy’s hands tightened on Max’s leash. “Are they trying to intimidate you or something? Because I can intimidate them right back,” she stepped off the sidewalk as though to go and confront the car.

Zoe lurched forward, gripping her wrist and pulling her back. “Judy! What are you doing? I told you it’s nobody. Just ignore them.”

“Ignore who?”

“Drop it.”

The car engine grew suddenly louder, and they both turned to watch as it pulled unhurriedly away. Zoe could just make out a shape in the driver’s seat. She held her breath as it passed, crawling too slowly for it not to be pointed.

Max was sniffing madly as it went by, straining at the leash, and Judy’s eyes didn’t leave it until it disappeared at the bottom of the street.

“You told me Rick Fisher pissed off a bunch of people. Is this to do with that? Because you said they weren’t after you.”

“Judy, I just walked out my front door. How should I know? They’re probably lost and trying to find a house or something.”

Her sister pursed her lips, tugging Max to her side as she stared down into the valley. “Alright, fine. It’s all a coincidence. I’ll see you later,” she snapped.

Judy stalked down the hill with Max, and Zoe got into her rental. Once she had the door closed and locked, she sat for a full five minutes staring through the windshield, trying to get her body to stop shaking.

When Rick Fisher had gone missing, she had paid a call to his house to see if she could find anything in his belongings that would explain where he was. When she left the house, situated in the middle of nowhere on a long mountain road, she had seen that exact same Toyota watching her.

She let out a long breath, putting her hands on the wheel in an attempt to stop them from shaking.

What do I do? Should I tell Leo? Should I explain all of this to Judy? Maybe it was a different car. Maybe this is all in my head.

But she knew it was the same car. The certainty on that was absolute. It was an old model, designed not to stand out, not to draw attention. But it was clear they had intended for her to see it today.

Whoever ‘they’ are.

“Shit.”

She started the engine and headed off in the opposite direction from The Chronicle. She needed a distraction, and if she could put her plan into action now and help Judy at the same time, she might just kill two birds with one stone.

A few minutes later, she drew up outside her mother’s house.

Getting out of the car, Zoe took a deep breath and leaned against it. Her heart was still pounding, and she wished Max were with her. He had an uncanny ability to calm her down when she was spiraling.

Shaking herself, she stretched her arms above her head, trying to dispel some of the latent energy thrumming through her body.

The sunflowers were bobbing their heads happily beside her mother’s door, and as Zoe reached it, she glanced behind her, checking the road. All was quiet. It was still early enough that a lot of people hadn’t headed to work yet. The road was silent. No cars. No sign of the Toyota.

Am I going crazy?

She knocked, but there was no answer. Pulling out her key chain, she flipped to the spare set that her mother had given her when she arrived.

As she opened the door, it was clear that Arlene wasn’t home by the absence of Violet. All seemed quiet until she heard voices coming from the living room.

Phil’s car was out front, and it seemed her brother was still home. Usually, the doors on the first floor of her mother’s house were open, but for some reason, the living room door was closed.

Zoe didn’t think anything of it, pushing inside, expecting to see Phil on his way out the door and heading to work. She stopped dead, heart pounding at the image in front of her.

Her brother was in the room, just as she had suspected, but so was Seth Bowen. Seth had his arms around Phil’s neck, their bodies pressed together as they grappled with one another, lips fused together in a desperate kiss that looked more like a fight than anything romantic.

Suddenly, Phil opened his eyes, saw her, and shoved Seth violently away from him. He was breathing heavily, eyes almost bugging out of his head as they stared at one another. Zoe’s hand remained on the door handle, her mouth gaping at what she had just seen.

“Sorry,” she said stupidly. “I should have knocked. Sorry.” Then she turned back the way she had come and all but ran out of the house.


[image: ]

[image: ]

“Hey, I got you a coffee.”

Zoe turned from her computer, and looked up at Bean, who was standing beside her. He handed her a to-go cup, the familiar logo of the Sapphire Café emblazoned on the front.

“Who made you this?” she asked.

A crease formed between his brows. “Uh, the girl who works there, Sophia, I think her name is? Why?”

“N—no reason. I just wondered.”

“You okay?” he asked. “You look weird.”

“Gee, thanks,” she said as Gus entered behind them and Bean twisted around, shooting him a wave. They both watched him take a seat, and Bean turned back as Zoe raised her eyebrows at him. “Anything else you think I need to know on that score?” she asked.

Bean shrugged a shoulder. “Tripp’s still askin’ him to help him with a lot of stuff,” he muttered, glancing at Angela, who was sitting nearby. “But it’s settled down recently. He doesn’t come by as much, maybe ‘cause every time he did, I would glare at him. He had a load of crap work for the newsletter that should always be my thing, but he asked Gus to deal with it. I dunno man, somethin’s weird about it.”

“If you notice anything else, will you tell me?”

“Sure. Did you hear about Barry Finnigan?” he asked, his mouth turning down at the corners.

“Yeah. Evelyn called me. How did you hear about it?”

“My dad. He knew him pretty well. Barry was always setting his fire alarm off, and my dad started to do house calls to check on him every once in a while. Barry was cool; he’s kind of part of the furniture around here. Will you be writin’ the obit?”

“Maybe. Lilith or Anton might be better. It needs to be someone who knew him really well.”

“If you, or they, need any stories, I have tons. He was at that library before my parents were born; he knew everybody. This’ll be a sad one, when people start findin’ out.”

“Yeah, he was pretty spry for ninety.”

“I’m just sorry he was on his own. I wouldn’t want to die by myself like that,” he shuddered. “I’m gonna live in a cult when I hit seventy and never be by myself.”

Zoe laughed as he grinned down at her. “Which one?”

“I haven’t decided. I might start my own. Gus!” he called, as Gus turned to him. “You wanna be in my cult with me?”

“Sure!” The reply came immediately.

“There. I got two members already.”

“Go and do some work, would you, Bean? You’re giving me a headache.”

He sloped away, lowering down into his chair and spinning round once before he bent over his computer. Zoe sipped her coffee, staring at her inbox and the emails she needed to deal with that morning, but she was struggling to concentrate. In her mind, she was back at her mom’s house, staring at Phil’s horrified expression.

Her brother was a dick most of the time, and hadn’t exactly made her life easy, but if he had met someone, and they were happy, it didn’t matter to her what gender they were.

Is Phil even capable of being happy?

Being gay, or bi, or whatever they were, wasn’t easy in a small town. Her smile faded, protective instincts rising as she considered what people like Mrs. Bornstein would think of such a thing. She loved Mrs. B dearly, but her old landlady had once called someone a freak for wearing nail polish—some of the attitudes in Sapphire weren’t exactly progressive.

Draining the coffee and already wishing she had another one, she opened her emails, about to start her work in earnest, when the doors opened behind her and Tom, the paper’s photographer, came up to her desk.

“Zo, is Tripp here?”

“No, not yet, he’s in late this morning. You okay?” Tom looked pissed, his big beard quivering as he nodded his head toward the doors.

“Can I show you something?”

Zoe rose to her feet and followed him past the reception desk toward the lockers that were used by the staff.

Tom opened one marked with his name. “I checked with Tripp if I could keep some of my spare lenses in here. He said it would be fine. I think he might rethink that now.”

The locker was empty. Zoe winced, her stomach turning over, as Tom went along the line, hitting each one lightly. They all popped open, the hinges compromised and twisted at odd angles, the doors wrenched away from the locks.

“Looks like they just walked in off the street, took the stuff, and left,” Tom said bitterly.

“They took everything?” she asked in disbelief.

“Looks like it. The one on the end is untouched. I don’t even know when it could have happened. My stuff was here overnight. “

“How much were your lenses worth?” she asked.

“About five grand.”

Zoe groaned, pulling out her phone. “Did you call the cops?”

“Not yet, I figure we should call Tripp too.”

“Which one do you want to do?” Zoe asked despairingly.

Tom’s eyes widened. “I think I’ll call the cops if it’s all the same to you.”
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Tripp still hadn’t arrived by the time a cop car rolled up. Zoe was praying that it would be Walker, or one of the officers inside, but instead, Simmons climbed out. He had his sunglasses on and leaned against the car, looking up at the building like a realtor sizing up a property.

Zoe grimaced as Anton emerged through the doors from the office and spotted him.

“Finally! What took them so long?” he headed to the door, opening it to admit Simmons. “Good morning, Deputy Simmons. Congratulations on the debate, by the way. Your speech was inspiring.”

Zoe clenched her fists at Anton’s simpering tone, waiting for Simmons to reach her. He looked around lazily, lowering his glasses like a schoolteacher and placing them on top of his head as he sauntered over.

“These are the lockers?” he asked.

“Yep,” she said, trying for civility, even while the guy made her skin crawl. “Everything looks like it’s been taken. All the lockers were hit except one.”

She waited for the inevitable question as Simmons turned toward her.

“And which one wasn’t hit?”

Zoe bit her lip. “Uh… mine.”

“How interesting.”

He walked along the line, checking each one, examining the damage to the locks. The gouge marks in the side were too narrow for a crowbar. It looked more like a pole or a stick had been used.

Zoe didn’t understand why hers hadn’t been hit. It only had a couple of pens and a coffee cup inside, but still, a lot of the others only contained coats and shoes. Aside from Tom’s lenses, there was very little of value in them. But even the items of clothing had been taken.

“And when did you notice the theft?” Simmons asked Tom.

“This mornin’. I came to get my camera equipment and realized it was ajar.”

“How long has the equipment been here?”

“Only a day or so.”

“My belongings have been in there only since yesterday afternoon,” Anton piped up. “It must have been since then.”

Simmons was jotting some notes down in his book. “I see, and who has access to this building?”

“Everyone,” Zoe replied. “There’s a receptionist here in the day, but otherwise, anyone can get in if they put their minds to it. The door’s locked overnight, and it doesn’t look as if it’s been forced. There are no cameras out front, either.”

“Uh-huh,” Simmons gave the door a cursory glance before turning back to Zoe’s locker. “Any idea why yours would have been spared this treatment, Miss Fontaine?”

The way he said “miss” annoyed her, too. He elongated it, drawing it out and making it sound pointed.

“None whatsoever,” she said.

“It’s odd though, isn’t it?” Simmons murmured. “That every single locker has been vandalized except yours.”

“I guess.”

“Oh, I more than guess, I would say it’s a key part of the investigation. After all, this is the fourth theft in Sapphire Valley in under three weeks.”

The other members of staff who had gathered to search their lockers were all staring at her. Zoe stayed still, watching as Simmons wandered up and down, strutting like a peacock on parade.

“How long has your sister been back in town, Miss Fontaine?”

All eyes moved to Zoe as she clenched her jaw. “About two weeks.”

“Hm…” he noted something down in his notebook. “And the places that have been hit, so far, have been the old sheriff’s place, and then the charity money was taken from the debate. Judy was there, too, wasn’t she? But then a lot of the town attended, of course. Then, what was the next target? Ah, yes, Leo’s clinic, and now here. It’s strange, isn’t it? Patterns. They form in the unlikeliest of places. How unusual that every theft that has taken place should in some way be related to you.”

“I don’t see how the sheriff has anything to do with me,” Zoe retorted.

“Ex-sheriff. Let’s just say he didn’t have a lot of positive things to say about people who brought drugs into this town. He and your sister didn’t exactly get along—but then he isn’t a huge fan of any of the Fontaine women, if you get my drift.”

What Zoe wanted to say was, A dead raccoon would get your drift at this point, you slimy little shit.

What she actually said was, “Tell me, Deputy, is it common for candidates for the next sheriff position to make wild, baseless accusations without any evidence?”

Simmons stopped moving, his eyes swiveling to face her as they narrowed. Everyone else was suddenly very still.

“I made no such accusation. I was considering the possible explanations for this event. And, in my mind, your sister knew all of the places that have been hit.”

“And that’s where your speculations should stay—in your mind until you have any proof. Because making that kind of claim is serious slander without evidence.”

Tom was smirking now; his beefy arms crossed over his chest as he watched Simmons with a raised eyebrow.

The deputy shut his notebook with a snap, posting it into his top pocket and giving Zoe a withering look.

“Well, I think I’ve seen enough for now. I know it’s inconvenient, folks, but please don’t use these lockers until we’ve dusted them for prints. With other crimes in the area, there’s a chance the thief might’ve gotten sloppy, and we’ll catch them red-handed.” He laughed, but his smile didn’t reach his eyes. “We’ll be in touch.”

Zoe watched him go, anger still simmering, but even as she felt the satisfaction of getting one over on him, she wanted to kick herself.

Great job, Zo. The last thing Judy and I need is for Victor Simmons to hate us more than he already does.
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After work, Zoe decided to go and see Seth at the Sapphire Café. She hadn’t been able to stop thinking about what she had witnessed that morning. Not only had she walked into her mother’s house, where Phil lived, unannounced, but she had also run away like a crazy person without saying anything.

Guilt rumbled inside her as she made her way to the café. She wasn’t sure what Seth would say, but she had to try to apologize. Knowing her brother, he was probably furious for myriad reasons, and she felt that Seth would be an easier way to test the water. Still, as she ascended the steps, her heart was pounding, and she wanted to run back to her car and go home.

Sophia, the young girl who helped out in the café, was behind the counter. Zoe hung back as she served the other customers waiting in line and then approached.

“Hi, uh, is Seth here?” she asked. It was a redundant question because she could see him moving around in the kitchen out back.

Sophia nodded. “Sure is, I’ll go grab him. You want anything?”

“No, I’m good.”

Sophia disappeared into the back, and Zoe waited for about a minute. Then the young girl came out without Seth, her fingers tugging incessantly at the string of her apron.

“Hi, sorry, he just got a call and had to step out for a sec. Can I give him a message for you? It’s Zoe, right?”

“Yeah… uh, no, that’s okay. Tell him I’d love to talk when he has some free time.”

Sophia nodded, her gaze darting back to the kitchen, her bottom lip held between her teeth. “Sure. I’ll let him know.”

Zoe left the café, her chest tight and uncomfortable. Anxiety rippled through her at the thought that Seth might be mad at her, or worse, expecting her to out him to the whole town.

As she reached the bottom of the steps, she was about to turn back to the office when a perfect pair of high-heeled shoes came into view. When she looked up, she held back a groan as her mother stepped up beside her.

“Oh, hey, Mom,” she said, too brightly. “How come you’re not at work?”

“Phil’s covering the afternoon shift today,” Arlene said, hiking her bag up her shoulder. “Did you hear about Barry Finnigan?”

“I did.”

Her mother nodded. “Phil and I were discussing it this morning.”

“You think it’s likely it was natural causes?” Zoe asked.

Arlene softened a little, her eyes moving up to the mountains in the distance. “More than likely. Walker stopped by to talk to me, too. I think she’s considering other options, but he’d lost a lot of strength in recent months. His body might have just given out on him. Barry was such a nice man, I’m sure Evelyn is just distraught.”

“She’s gone back to work. I’m not sure she knows what else to do.”

Arlene’s shoulders lowered on a heavy sigh. “I suppose I should stop by. Did Leo hear any more about the break-in? Are there any leads?”

“Not yet.”

“It’s the darndest thing. I don’t know why kids would have hit a vet’s clinic. There’s a pharmacy right across town.”

“That’s what I said. If it was kids,” Zoe muttered.

Arlene’s eyes narrowed. “You don’t think it was?”

“I’m not sure, but like you say, it seems like a weird target. I wondered whether Linmans might have staged it, trying to force him out.”

“Linmans? What have they got to do with it?”

Zoe clenched her jaw. “Linmans offered him a deal to buy the place.”

“Leo’s thinking of selling?” Arlene asked, looking stricken.

“He’s considering it, but please don’t spread that around, Mom. He doesn’t need more people weighing in on it; he’s stressed enough as it is.”

There was a wealth of understanding in her mother’s eyes. “Well, I’d be very sorry to see the local vet clinic close, as would Violet, but I know how tough it can be for a small business right now. Our medical practice has had difficulties over the years, too—at least I run that with your brother.”

“And Linmans aren’t offering you some extortionate payoff so they can build apartments on the land.”

Arlene’s expression smoothed out as her fingers scrabbled at the handle of her bag. She tried to push it up her shoulder again, but instead it fell down into the crook of her arm, almost falling onto the floor.

“Well, he must have his reasons for considering it,” she said, but her voice had changed, growing smaller, quieter.

“Yeah,” Zoe said, frowning at her. Her mother suddenly looked on edge.

“How’s Judy?” Arlene asked, her throat convulsing on a swallow.

“Uh, she’s good. She’s job hunting.”

Arlene raised her eyebrows. “Oh, well, that’s good.”

“I came by to ask you about that this morning, actually,” Zoe hedged, keeping her face as blank as possible.

“About a job?” Arlene asked, looking horrified. “I can’t have Judy at the practice, Zoe, she isn’t qualified to—”

“No, no,” Zoe said hastily. “No, I would never expect you to do that, Mom. Also, you would kill each other within an hour.” Arlene’s lips twitched. “I was wondering about Violet. Judy’s caring for Max today, and I thought dog walking might be an option to get her started. It’s simple, she’ll get some exercise and fresh air, and she doesn’t need any qualifications.”

Arlene licked her lips. “I’m sure that could be helpful. We have someone who comes in for Violet a couple of times a week when we’re both away, but I don’t see why Judy couldn’t walk her. Whether she’d take money from me is another question.”

“I’d have to ask her about it, but if you’re okay with it, I’ll talk to her.”

“Alright. Well, I’m glad she’s trying to get back on her feet. I know the last time we saw each other wasn’t exactly a good beginning but just having her in the house again was progress. If I invited you both for dinner, would you come?”

Arelene wasn’t looking at her anymore. Her gaze skittered around the street in every direction, her body stiff and unyielding, but there was an urgency to it now. Zoe had a feeling that the offer was not made on a whim.

“Thanks, Mom,” she said quietly, “I think that would be good. But maybe in a little while. She’s only been back a few days, and she’s adjusting to a lot. The family stuff can be… tough.”

Zoe wondered if her mother would bite her head off for that, but Arlene just shrugged her shoulder.

“Well, if she asks after me, let her know I’d like to see her. I haven’t had my children nearby for a long time. It would be nice to get the family back together. Anyway, I should run; I need to walk Violet. Text me if she wants to come and pick her up.”

Arlene walked away, her heels clicking sharply on the sidewalk as she made her way down the hill. Zoe watched her for a long time, taking in the strict line of her back, the stiffness in her shoulders.

It felt like something was shifting with her mother lately. They had always been at odds, ever since she was a young girl, but recently it seemed like Arlene was trying harder to connect with her. The idea of family was so foreign to Zoe, she hardly dared to believe they could all come together again. But at least Arlene was trying.

“Well, well, well, hello Miss Fontaine, we must stop meeting like this.”

Zoe turned, a reluctant smile breaking over her face as she saw Mortimer Dunridge descending the steps of the Sapphire Café, iced latte in hand.

“Well, well, well, hello Mortimer.”

He gave her a grin, sipping from his cup.

“Don’t you have people to buy your coffee for you?”

“I’m trying to convince my driver to have a cappuccino maker installed in the back of my car.”

“A person or a machine?”

Dunridge chuckled. “I’m not that rich. Actually, I might be. That gives me an idea, I could hire the barista in there to follow me around everywhere I go. He sure makes good coffee.”

“Don’t you dare, Seth’s an institution in this place. If you thought people were up in arms about the library, try taking away their coffee.”

Dunridge’s jovial mood sobered as he lowered his cup. “I heard about Mr. Finnigan.”

“Have you seen Evelyn since it happened?” Zoe asked.

“I’m on my way there now. I was in DC on business when she called me. Terrible thing to happen, I can’t believe it. He was so full of life. And when I say life, I really mean hate. That man had looks that could kill you where you stood, I swear.”

“What will happen with the library project?”

“Oh, I think Eve has it all in hand, but I’m not expecting her to do it on the same schedule. I can see that surprises you. I’m not such an ogre, Miss Fontaine. I want to make sure everything is moved as swiftly as possible, but a man has died. I will make sure she has extra help.”

“How chivalrous of you.”

“I try.”

“Did you hear any more from the Panway Paddlers?”

Dunridge scowled. “Yes. Almost daily for the past few days. Tell me, does everyone in this town have an axe to grind, or is it just because they hate my company?”

“I couldn’t tell you. Maybe next time you shove a billboard in the town square without asking, you’ll think twice.”

Dunridge saluted her with his cup. “Oh, I will. Thank you for the advice. I heard Linmans have made an offer on the Skywolf Clinic.”

His eyes were glinting in the sunlight, and Zoe couldn’t get a read on his expression. It looked intrigued and curious in equal measure.

“You have spies everywhere, I see,” she grumbled.

“I make a point of it. Dr. Rowden is your partner, isn’t he?”

Partner? Zoe felt a flutter rise in her chest at the word. It was a little soon for that, in her opinion, but she didn’t want to give Dunridge the satisfaction of knowing her private affairs.

“Yes.”

“Hmm, will he take the offer, do you think?”

“I don’t know, and if I did, I wouldn’t tell you.”

Dunridge took a small step forward, not quite in her personal space, but on the edge of it, lowering his voice to just above a murmur.

“A word of advice?”

“Do I have a choice?”

“I would advise against taking the offer. They have a habit of luring you in with an oasis, and when they have you where they want you, it turns out to be quicksand.”

“Do you have any examples, or should I just take your word for it?”

Dunridge smirked. “You need examples of Linmans’ bad behavior? I expected more from you, Zoe.”

He flashed another grin, draining his coffee and throwing the cup behind him without looking. It sailed through the air and effortlessly landed in the trash bin on the sidewalk.

“I’m sure I’ll be seeing you. Best of luck to Dr. Rowden. He’s going to need it.”
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“I should go.”

Leo’s only response was to tighten his arm around her waist, shifting position on the couch and nuzzling into her stomach.

“Leo.”

“Hmm?”

“It’s late, I need to go home and check on Judy.”

“Five more minutes.”

“You said that an hour ago, and then I fell asleep.”

Leo groaned. “We spent all our time together watching a movie with Gus.”

She scratched her fingers against his scalp as Leo purred like a cat and stretched. Laughing, she pushed him gently away from her and rose to her feet, cracking her back as she did so with a satisfying snap.

“I didn’t mean to stay this long,” Zoe said on a long yawn. “Looks like Gus has gone to bed because the old people were sleeping.”

“Who you calling old?” Leo asked, looking scandalized.

“I’m old compared to a seventeen-year-old.”

Leo yawned, getting up and padding to the kitchen. He was barefoot, with his pants turned up and a loose T-shirt over his body. Zoe admired him shamelessly for a moment before he caught her gaze and grinned mischievously.

“Keep lookin’ at me like that and you won’t be goin’ anywhere.”

Zoe leaned over the counter as he went to the fridge and pulled out the milk. “You know I would stay here with you if I could, right?” she asked. Leo rolled his eyes.

“Of course I do, I’m irresistible. But I get it, you have to keep track of your sister. At least you know where she is now.”

“Uh-huh, well, hopefully she was at a meeting first. Then headed to a booty call of her own.”

Leo pouted dramatically. “I didn’t get any booty this time. Much to my disappointment.”

“You’re an idiot.”

He poured some milk into a pan. “What did Judy say his name was?”

“Joe Simpson.”

“Would I know him, you reckon?”

“I doubt it. I kind of remember him from when we were younger, but he was a stoner. She tells me he’s changed, but it can’t be a good idea. I’m trying to tread the line between banning her from seeing anyone at all and letting her live her life.”

“How’s that going?” he asked with a smirk.

“Super well. I’m so chill about it.”

Leo glanced at her as he pulled out some spices and scattered them into the pan. “Don’t bite my head off… but do you believe her? That she’s been with him each time, I mean.”

Zoe sighed. “She says it’s just a sex thing. It’s like what you said to that guy at the debate—we’ve all changed a lot since we were teenagers. I guess I should give her the benefit of the doubt.”

“Seems to me like she’s out of benefits at this point.”

Leo poured the milk into a thermos and went to the fridge, dragging out a bar of milk chocolate. He looked at her thoughtfully before bringing the thermos over to her, dropping a few chunks of chocolate into it.

“Can I say something else you’re not gonna appreciate?”

“Uh… sure.”

He smiled. “I think you’ve coped amazingly well with your sister bein’ home.”

Zoe’s finger picked at the corner of her thumbnail. It had only just healed over, and she could feel the sharp bunching pain as the skin peeled back. Leo’s palm came to rest on her hand, stopping the movement.

“You’re not just having to contend with the worry of Judy being back. There’s all the history, too. I can’t even imagine what it must have been like for you to have her not just come back into your life but in your home, in your space. I think it’s amazing what you’ve done for her. It takes a lot to forgive someone who’s caused you pain, and I think you should sit with that and be proud of yourself.”

Her throat was tight as she managed a smile in return. She hadn’t often allowed herself to consider that side of things. Judy was chaotic and unpredictable, qualities that Zoe tolerated in herself but found difficult in others.

She was so focused on the negatives, on Judy’s absences, her unemployment, the tension with her family, she hadn’t stopped to think about it in the way he had described. Leo was always looking at the positives, and Zoe reminded herself that it was okay to be proud and bring the good things to the front of her mind rather than focusing on all the things she could have done better.

“Thanks, Leo.”

“You’re welcome,” he said, handing her the thermos.

“Is that for me?” she asked, brightening immediately.

“Yep, I reckon it might send you to sleep at the wheel, but I thought you’d need a little portable sugar on the way home.”

She beamed at him. “Thank you!”

The words I love you bounced around her brain. She had almost said it a thousand times, but whenever she tried, it made her whole body freeze up in fear.

Leo was watching her, a soft smile on his face like he knew what she was thinking, and she hopped off the stool before he started asking her awkward questions.

Gathering her things, she crouched down beside Max and kissed him on the head.

“Come on, buddy, we gotta get home,” she said.

“You can leave him here if you want,” Leo murmured. “I love havin’ him here. He’s much lower maintenance than you.”

“Wow. Thanks. I would, but Judy was looking after him today. She’s thinking about doing some dog walking, so if I give her more practice with Max, it might make her more confident.”

“You wanna ask her if she wants to walk Bailey? I bet he’d love it.”

Zoe smiled. “Thanks, Leo, I’ll ask her.”

She headed to the door, but as she reached for the handle, Leo gathered her into his arms and gave her a long, lingering kiss before she left.

With a smile playing over her lips, she headed to her car, closing the front door quietly behind her and sipping her hot chocolate as Max trotted beside her, sniffing everything. She left him off the leash, allowing him to relieve himself before he got in the car. She groaned as she sipped from the thermos – it was spicy, sweet perfection.

The heat of the day had faded, but the earth around the ranch was still dry, and dust kicked up behind her sneakers as she got into the rental, securing Max carefully in the back before closing the door. He settled instantly, tired from the day, and looked at her pitifully, no doubt wishing they were home already. If she ever had to give the car back, she would need to clean the damn thing—the back seat was so coated in hair it was like having a second dog.

As she headed home, the roads were quiet, and she had a sense of deep contentment, sipping the hot chocolate her boyfriend had made for her, allowing herself to just breathe for a little while.

Turning on the radio, she kept the volume low, humming along to a country song she hadn’t heard in years as she signaled into the main street.

That was when she noticed the headlights in her rearview.

Anybody else would have simply assumed that it was someone heading home for the night, but Zoe was instantly on high alert. Max’s head raised immediately, sniffing the air, either sensing her panic or—worse still—recognizing the danger coming up behind them.

She placed the thermos in the cup holder, pressed her foot to the accelerator, and glanced repeatedly in the mirror as the lights got closer. The darkness around her car seemed to press in from all sides, and the streetlights ahead did little to illuminate the road.

Zoe kept driving, steering toward the side streets instead of her apartment. If the car behind her really was the Toyota she had seen before, they already knew her address. Still, she would rather keep moving than stop on a deserted street with them right on her tail. If she could make her way into the town via the back roads, maybe she could lose them.

The lights were bright and imposing, encroaching behind her, inch by careful inch. She couldn’t see the make of the car, the lights too bright to discern anything, but she could feel a bead of sweat running down her temple.

Unbidden, the memories of the night she had been driven off the road resurfaced. She had crashed over the barrier, biting through her tongue, blood dripping onto the roof of her car as the SUV revved its engine as if it would ram her again.

She held her breath, gripping the wheel in a white-knuckled squeeze.

Signaling toward Kirkwell Place and aiming to head up the hill, her whole body flushed with adrenaline as the other car suddenly advanced behind her.

Zoe considered slamming on her brakes or swerving off the road, as it came up within inches of her bumper.

The car horn blared, swerving around her in a close arc, barely far enough away to miss her side mirror. As it came level with her, Zoe stared through the windows in fear, only to see a bunch of kids in the car, the driver hollering at her as music pulsed loudly, and they all flipped her off as they drove by, laughing hysterically.

All she could hear was the blood pounding in her ears. She sucked in short, sharp breaths to try to stop herself from having a panic attack.

Her fingers were trembling so badly she could barely keep hold of the wheel; relief flooded through her like a wave as she glanced back and saw the car hurtling away from her, entirely uninterested in her existence.

“Holy shit,” she breathed, slowing down as she turned onto a side street, about to pull over and get a handle on herself. That was when she saw the red and blue flashing lights up ahead.

There were two cop cars outside a house further up the street, their lights illuminating the sidewalk where Deputy Cramer was putting out police tape.

Zoe slowed the car, pulling up a few feet from the police cruiser, and gave her blood a minute to stop pounding before she got out of the car.

Isn’t this street where Judy said Joe Simpson lived?

Zoe opened the door and got out, the scent of a bonfire reaching her on the wind from the mountains as she watched the cops.

Cramer had his head down, securing the pegs in a semicircle around the house and attaching the tape around each one. Max sat up, watching, but she left him in the car.

There was a face in the window of the neighbors’ house looking down on them. As she glanced across the street, some more faces were visible looking out from the ground floor of one of the terraced houses on the other side.

She walked slowly over, waiting until Cramer was on the other side of her before craning around the door to see if she could see anything inside.

As she did so, Walker appeared, with a phone in her hand, speaking to someone in a low, urgent voice. She clocked Zoe and headed toward her, ending the call and attaching the phone to her belt.

“What are you doin’ here?” she asked. “It’s after midnight.”

“I was on my way home from Leo’s and saw the lights.”

Walker looked unconvinced. “Couldn’t just drive on by, eh, Fontaine? Your curiosity is gonna get you in trouble one of these days.”

“It has. Many times. What happened here?”

Walker glanced back at the house; her mouth set in a grim line. “We’re investigating a death.”

“What? Who?”

“Come on, Zo, you know I can’t tell you. I don’t want this to be front page news in the morning.”

As she spoke, Simmons appeared in the doorway of the house, glowering at Zoe, who instinctively took a step back. He advanced on them, chin stuck out defiantly. As he reached her, he swiveled his belt around, displaying his firearm, and rested a hand on the butt of it.

Zoe glared at him.

“What the hell is she doin’ here, Walker? You got a dog you’re sendin’ into the crime scene again, Fontaine?”

“I was passing by,” Zoe said wearily.

“Well, keep on passin’ if you don’t want to get arrested.”

“Arrested for what?”

“You’re trespassing on a crime scene.”

“Behind the police tape?” Zoe snapped.

“Alright, Deputy Simmons, I got this. Miss Fontaine was just leavin’.” Walker gave her a pleading look, and Zoe backed off, her hands held in front of her as Simmons puffed out his chest and flicked his fingers at her as if wafting an irritating fly off a dinner plate.

She headed down the hill, glancing back as she got to her car to see Simmons pointing his finger viciously into Walker’s face. Unfortunately for Simmons, Walker didn’t budge, staring him down and stepping into his space, using her bulk to make him back off.

Zoe stared at the house, wondering what could have happened and praying that this had nothing to do with Judy’s boyfriend.
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“What number house?” Judy asked immediately.

Her sister was pacing, which couldn’t be a good sign. Zoe had arrived home to find her on the couch with her laptop on her thighs and had immediately told her of the scene she had just witnessed.

“Sixty-four,” she said, praying that Judy’s shoulders would loosen and she’d seem relieved. The opposite happened. Judy ran her fingers through her hair, looking more agitated by the second.

“Oh my God, Zo, that’s Joe’s house. Did they say who it was? Did they say how he died?”

Zoe swallowed. “No. Judy, what the hell?”

Judy’s hands covered her mouth as she paced up and down the room, her movement erratic and restless.

“Shit, shit, shit… shit.”

“Judy! Calm down. It might be completely—”

“I was with him tonight,” Judy blurted, coming to a stop and turning to her, her lip trembling. “That’s not good is it it? Do you think it’s Joe? Is he the one who’s dead?”

“I have no idea. Walker wouldn’t tell me. I thought you were at a meeting.” Judy tensed up, returning to pacing the line of the floor. “Judy… were you at a meeting or not?”

“No. Okay? I was gonna go, but Joe called me and told me he was free. I didn’t stay at his house all that long. I knew you said you’d been worried, so I thought I’d come home earlier than usual.”

“Were you doing drugs?”

Judy stopped, the worry on her face transforming into rage. “What?”

“Don’t look at me like that’s such an impossibility!” Zoe snapped. “Could he have OD’d, Judy? Is that what has you so panicked?”

“Jesus, no. We weren’t doing drugs.” Judy’s hands were fluttering now, gesturing wildly around her. “He might have done some once I left, I guess...”

“You told me he’d stopped!”

“Well, I thought he had!” She was sucking in short, sharp breaths. “How is he dead, Zoe? I saw him a few hours ago. Jesus, this is gonna be right up Simmon’s street. Not only am I a thief but I’m linked to a dead guy.”

Zoe walked over to stand in front of her, taking Judy’s arms in her hands and holding her in place.

“Judy, what happened while you were there?”

“We had sex,” Judy said, her fingers shaking as she pushed her hair behind her ears. “He was in a good mood, he was cheerful. Joking about a load of work he’d gotten recently, and that he might not have time to see me as much.”

“But he was okay when you left him?”

“Yeah.”

“What time did you come back here?” Zoe asked.

“Uh… midnight? I think around then.”

“Well, it’s only one o’clock now. What could have happened between now and then that could possibly have led to his death? Judy, I need you to tell me if he took anything. Because the police are gonna have questions for you.”

Judy’s head was moving from side to side desperately. “Zoe, I swear to you, he hasn’t been into that for a long time. Well, we smoked a joint, but that’s not the same!”

Zoe let her go, icy fear skittering over her skin. “Judy…” she couldn’t think of anything else to say. “Have you lost your mind?”

“It’s not the same, Zo. Weed’s legal in, like, over twenty states!”

“Yeah, you’re not in one of those states, and you got out of rehab two weeks ago.”

“Zoe, come on,” Judy said, looking unnerved. “Can we focus on the bigger issue here?”

“This is the bigger issue!” Zoe thundered. “You shouldn’t even have been there. You shouldn’t have been seeing him in the first place. You’re supposed to be fixing your own life Judy, not fucking up someone else’s, again!”

Judy recoiled as if she’d slapped her, her expression stricken, skin ashen.

“Zo.”

She fell silent, and then there was a loud, thunderous knock at the door.

“Police! Open up!”
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Both of them spun around, staring at the door as it rattled on its hinges.

“Oh my God,” Judy said, rubbing her palms against her sweatpants. “What the hell?”

Zoe stood frozen in the center of the room, her hands outstretched, one toward her sister and one toward the door as if she were a lion tamer.

“Just don’t say anything, okay? They could be here for something else; they might need me for some reason. Just stay quiet, Jude. I mean it, if you run your mouth off, this isn’t going to get any better.”

The fact that her sister fell silent put Zoe more on edge than ever as she went to the door. She opened it to Simmons’ smug face as his eyes moved instantly to Judy.

“Still up?” he said. “It’s kind of late.”

“Yeah, well, the cops keep trying to bash our door down,” Zoe stated irritably.

Another door along the corridor opened, and her neighbor, Bruce Ridgeway, poked his head out, with an annoyed frown, stopping in shock as he saw the cops.

“Nothing to worry about, sir,” Simmons said smoothly. “Just a little trouble we’re dealing with. We’ll be gone shortly.”

Ridgeway looked at Zoe, raised one judgmental eyebrow, and retreated, closing the door behind him.

Simmons held up a piece of paper inches from Zoe’s nose as his smirk widened. “We have a warrant to search this apartment.”

“Let me see that,” Zoe said, snatching it out of his hand. “You got a warrant at one in the morning?”

“I know the judge on call,” Simmons said haughtily, stepping through the door without waiting to be invited. “We make special exceptions when it comes to murder.”

“Murder?” Zoe whispered meekly, looking to her sister as Judy’s eyes widened in shock.

The other officer, Deputy Willis, pushed past her, causing her to stumble backward against the door. He was a slim guy, taller than average, with a long jaw and thick bushy eyebrows, like caterpillars. Both cops stood in the room assessing their surroundings. Willis was openly staring at Judy, running his eyes over her long, bare legs.

Her sister was a statue, frozen in place, eyes wide and disbelieving as she stared at the cops.

Zoe read over the warrant. To her acute annoyance, it looked legitimate and was signed by the local judge. Simmons certainly didn’t hang around; if this had been Walker, she would have likely waited until the morning, not barged into their apartment, throwing accusations around.

And who the hell has been murdered? And what does Judy have to do with any of it?

As Simmons made to walk further into the room, Zoe stepped around him, keeping a careful distance between their bodies but blocking his path to Judy.

“Why do you need to search this place? What reason could you have?”

“We suspect that Miss Fontaine was at the scene of a crime this evening. Her prints were found in the same house as the victim.”

“No,” Judy whispered, her voice hoarse. “No.”

Simmons scoffed. “Step aside, Zoe, we’ll need to look around. And get that mutt out of my way if you don’t want me to chuck him out into the hall.”

Max was crouched down in his bed, growling at the back of his throat, eyes glued to Simmons in a way Zoe had rarely seen. He hated cops at the best of times, and now there were two in his house. Zoe wished Walker had accompanied Simmons, but there was no sign of her. The decision to bring Willis felt deliberate.

She went over to Max, tugging at his collar as gently as she could. He wouldn’t budge, remaining in the crouched position, snarling loudly, with saliva pooling at the edge of his mouth.

“Max, come on,” she said, and at the sound of her voice, the growling reduced, but he didn’t take his eyes off Simmons until she dragged him into her bedroom.

“Lie down, buddy, good boy,” she said, closing the door. As soon as she backed out and shut it behind her, he started barking, claws scrabbling madly at the wood.

Zoe stood with her back to her bedroom door, watching the scene unfolding before her.

Willis moved around the apartment methodically, checking in the kitchen cupboards, the microwave, and even the oven. He was careful with the things he handled, picking up items and opening them, then returning them to where they belonged.

Simmons, in contrast, walked to the table and threw all of Zoe’s papers over the floor, the Linmans’ property deeds, and her notes and Post-its, scattering everywhere.

“Hey!” she shouted. “Do you have to be so rough?”

“Stand back, Miss Fontaine, don’t make me remove you from this room.”

Judy moved across the space and stood beside Zoe as they watched the two men walk around. Zoe felt a sense of solidarity with her sister in that moment, as though they were standing together, facing the law as one being.

She glanced at Judy’s face; she didn’t look worried, just confused and upset. But then Willis picked up the backpack.

Judy stiffened as he looked inside, the rainbow badges on the outside glimmering in the light as he opened the zip a little wider.

“Vic, come take a look at this,” he murmured, and Simmons crossed to him. Zoe held her breath as Willis handed over the bag.

Please don’t be drugs. Please don’t be drugs.

Simmons peered inside, reaching into the rear pocket, as there was the sound of crackling of plastic. Judy didn’t move, her mouth set in a hard line, arms crossed over her chest, her fingers curling into her arms like claws.

Slowly, the deputy drew out what he had found. When she laid eyes on it, Zoe almost wished it had been drugs.

As Simmon’s hand emerged, something was dangling between his fingers. It looked like a long chain of some kind, and as Zoe squinted at it, her chest tightened. It was a necklace made from dark stones. They were flat, with gems in between each one. Beneath them was a plastic bag with cash inside it—a lot of cash.

“Care to explain this, Miss Fontaine?” he asked, his hazel eyes sparking with excitement as he looked at Judy.

Judy could only gape at him, staring at the necklace. “What the hell is all that?” she asked.

“Oh, I don’t know. What do you think, Willis?”

“Looks like the missing money from the fund at the debate to me,” the other deputy replied. “Didn’t Agatha Kissinger say she’d lost a black pearl necklace in the robbery, too?”

“Oh, that’s right!” Simmons said, mock astonishment in his voice. “There you are, Judy, you have your answer.”

Willis snorted softly.

“That isn’t mine,” Judy said, her hand ticking at her side, tugging the pocket of her pants. “I’ve never seen those before. You have to believe me.”

“No, Miss Fontaine,” Simmons stated, placing everything back in the bag and zipping it up, “I’m afraid I don’t.”

Then he looked at Judy, and his affable, almost casual expression had changed to a hard, gleaming stare.

“You really think I would just keep them in my bag for you to find?” Judy demanded. “Do you think I’m an idiot?”

“It isn’t as if you expected us to come by,” Simmons said. “You’ve skipped town once; I wouldn’t put it past you to do so again. Didn’t you steal your mom’s jewelry last time?”

Zoe’s chest was so tight she could barely draw in a full breath. She could hear every sound in the room, the scrape of Willis’s shoes against the floor, the scratching of Max’s claws on the wood behind her, and Judy’s uneven, labored breathing.

Simmons pulled out his handcuffs.

“You’re under arrest for grand larceny and possession of stolen property, Miss Fontaine. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can be used against you in court.”

“This is bullshit!” Judy cried as he advanced on her. Zoe was forced out of the way as he elbowed past and, without warning, slammed her sister up against the wall, face-first, pulling her arms roughly around to her back.

“What the hell?” Zoe thundered. “Simmons, get off of her, she’s going with you willingly!”

“Looked to me like she was resisting arrest,” the deputy growled and shoved the cuffs hard onto Judy’s wrists.

Zoe stared at him, then looked back at Willis, but the other officer didn’t seem shocked or even surprised by Simmons’ behavior.

“You asshole,” Zoe whispered, and Simmons shot her a triumphant look that told her everything she needed to know.

“Once a thief, always a thief, right, Judy?” he whispered, his mouth right next to her sister’s ear. There was such vindication in his voice, Zoe just stared at Judy in confusion.

Why the hell does Simmons hate her so much?

Simmons nodded to Willis, who walked to the door to precede them.

“She’ll be in the county jail if you wanna talk,” Simmons muttered. “Until then, I suggest you don’t leave town, Zoe.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” she said. “Judy, it’s gonna be alright. We’ll get this straightened out, okay? I’ll be right behind you.”

“You can follow us if you want, Fontaine, but you won’t be allowed to see her until she’s been processed.”

Simmons was dragging Judy toward the door as their gazes collided; the look in Judy’s eyes so defeated it broke Zoe’s heart.

“I didn’t do this, Zoe. I didn’t steal anything.”

But even as she said the words, Zoe wasn’t certain she believed them. Was it possible that Judy had simply been setting herself up for another grand escape? And what the hell had happened to Joe Simpson?

Simmons pulled Judy from the room, Max’s loud barks puncturing the silence as her sister’s pale eyes looked back at her helplessly, and the front door slammed shut.
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Once Judy was gone, Zoe let Max out of her room. As he emerged, he immediately started whining, his nose to the floor, sniffing at where Judy had been sitting on the couch and growling whenever he encountered anything Simmons had touched.

Zoe wandered around the apartment aimlessly, not knowing what to do. She gathered the scattered papers into a pile and shoved them back into a folder before sitting down at her desk and staring into space.

Doesn’t Judy have rights? Couldn’t I have done something to delay things until tomorrow?

Max came to sit beside her, whining in a way she had never heard from him before. Zoe glanced at the clock on the wall. It was nearly 2 a.m., but she couldn’t sit here waiting until the morning to go and help her sister; she needed to do something now.

Heading into Judy’s room, she looked around helplessly, searching for something that might be of use. The phone she had lent her was lying on her bedside, plugged into a charging cable. The police hadn’t thought to take it, and Zoe crossed the room, pocketing it for safekeeping.

Going back into the living room, she grabbed her laptop and Max’s leash, locked up her apartment, and headed to Leo’s.

By the time she got there, the full enormity of what had happened was starting to sink in. She didn’t know how long Judy would be kept in the county jail, whether she would be released on bail, or what sordid details Simmons would try to pin on her before her attorney showed up.

The ranch was pitch black as she drove up the driveway, no lights on in the main building, and the moon high in the sky ahead.

Zoe nearly swerved off the road as a high-pitched, terrifying sound split the night, like a clown laughing hysterically in the darkness. A white shape flitted past on her right, just as another one appeared on her left, and Zoe swore loudly when she realized it was just Rock and Roll raising the alarm.

Mercifully, however, as the shrill scream rent the still air around her, a light turned on in the ranch house.

As she drew up, Leo emerged. She half expected that he would be holding a shotgun and running out hollering at the coyotes, but instead, he had a flashlight, shining it out into the field. When he saw her car, his sleepy expression changed to alarm as he ran forward on his tiptoes, his feet bare over the spiky gravel.

“Zoe!” he said as she opened the door. “What are you doing here? Is everything okay?”

“Judy’s been arrested,” she said, stumbling forward as his arms came up to hold her. At the familiar scent that always hung around Leo’s body, she took in a great gulping breath, clutching at him as he gripped her tightly against him.

“What? When?” he asked.

Zoe pulled back, brushing tears from her eyes as her emotions overwhelmed her. “About half an hour ago. Simmons was such an asshole. I didn’t know where else to go.”

“Let’s get inside and we’ll talk this all out.” Leo opened the back door of the car, greeting an excitable Max who bounced onto the driveway, leaping up at Leo as if he hadn’t seen him in months. “Hey buddy,” he said softly, stroking him quickly, before holding out a hand to Zoe.

As they walked toward the house, Leo twisted around, and Zoe turned to see the llamas watching them from the edge of the fence.

“Good job, boys,” Leo called softly. “You did good.”

He led her inside, and Zoe found a bleary-eyed Gus shuffling out of his room.

“What’samatter?” he asked in one long string of words that didn’t sound like English.

“It’s okay, Gus. Go back to bed,” Leo said gently. “Zoe came over, that’s all.”

Gus squinted at Zoe. “You alright?”

“Yeah, I’m fine. Go back to sleep. Sorry to wake you.”

Gus grunted and shuffled back inside, calling to Bailey, who had ambled out of his room to say hello to Max.

Leo steered Zoe into the living room and lowered her onto the couch, watching as Gus closed his door.

“Prob’ly best we keep this between us for now, huh?”

She nodded. “Yeah.”

“I’ll make us some tea, you sit tight, okay? Max, you’re in charge, you don’t let this lady move, you hear me?”

Max obediently rested his head against her knee, looking up at her soulfully. Zoe stroked his head and scratched beneath his collar as he settled down against her feet.

Leo walked about in the kitchen, organizing the tea, and then came to sit beside her. She grabbed her cup, staring into the middle distance as Leo settled beside her. Max jumped up on the couch between them, panting happily as he flopped down between their legs, almost making them both spill their tea.

“What happened?” Leo asked. There was a sharpness to his face that always appeared at moments like this. She liked to think of it as his ‘battle’ expression. He looked alert, ready to take on anything. She had never loved him more.

“When I was driving home tonight, I…” she trailed off, realizing that she didn’t want to explain about the car she thought had been tailing her. “I was heading home, and I saw police on Kirkwell Place.”

Leo frowned. “What were you doing in that part of town?”

“Oh, I, uh, wanted to drive around a bit, and I could see the cop cars. I wondered what had happened.”

To her relief, Leo just rolled his eyes and shook his head. “Always the reporter.”

“Anyway, I stopped and asked what had happened, and Walker wouldn’t say exactly, only that someone had been found dead.”

“What?” Leo asked, looking appalled.

“I know. She didn’t give me any details, but when I got home, Judy was still awake and I told her what had happened. She’d mentioned that was the street where the guy she’s been seeing lived.”

Leo’s expression hardened. “Please tell me it wasn’t his house.”

“It was.”

“Shit.”

“Yeah. She was really upset, Leo. Not so much about him being dead. I mean, she was upset about that, but more worried that she was with him this evening.”

“Double shit.”

“The cops showed up, and Simmons and Willis searched my apartment. They said they found her prints at the scene. That gave them probable cause for a warrant. Simmons was such a dick. I hate that guy.”

Leo’s eyes were dark and wary. “Prints at the scene? What scene?”

“Joe Simpson, the guy Judy was seeing? He’s been murdered.”

Leo went very still, staring into his tea. “Jesus.”

“Simmons slammed Judy against the wall for no reason when he arrested her.”

His jaw worked, a vein pulsing in his forehead. “Asshole.” Then he stopped. “So why did he arrest her? Surely that wasn’t to do with the murder?”

“They searched her bag,” Zoe whispered.

“And found what?”

“It wasn’t drugs. It was worse. Kissinger’s wife’s necklace was in it, along with a bag full of cash. It looked like the church fund from the debate, maybe what was stolen from your clinic too.”

“What?” Leo stared at her in disbelief. “How?”

“I have no idea. She swears it isn’t hers.”

Zoe put her tea down, shaking her hands out to try and get rid of the tension building in her shoulders. She stood, putting her hands on her hips and turning back to him.

“Am I nuts for believing her? It wasn’t so long ago that she did exactly this, she stole a load of money and drove out of town and disappeared for a decade.”

“No.” There was such conviction in Leo’s voice that she met his gaze, raising her eyebrows. “I know I don’t know her as well as you, but this doesn’t sound like the person she is. Yes, she’s been sleeping with that guy, but theft, robbery, murder? Does that sound like your little sister?”

“No. Not at all. But it doesn’t look good, does it?”

“They didn’t arrest her for the murder, did they?” Leo asked.

“No. I mean, Joe was her alibi, so that isn’t gonna help her, but they only have proof that she had the stolen items. They arrested her for that.” Zoe’s breathing was coming faster; tension building in her chest. “Oh Christ, Leo, what am I going to do? What if they charge her with murder? Her prints are all over the crime scene!”

Leo pulled her back down onto the couch, holding her gently as he rocked her slowly from side to side.

“Breathe with me, babe, okay? Just breathe. It’s alright. We’ll get this dealt with.”

“God. When he took that necklace out of her bag, there was a part of me that just heard my mother’s voice in my head screaming, ‘I told you so’.”

Leo pulled back. “What the hell is Simmons’ problem with Judy, anyway?”

“I have no idea. I think there might be some history between them, but she won’t tell me what it is. Simmons slammed her against the wall and looked smug as hell as he did it. Whatever it is, it’s personal.”

“We should report him.”

Zoe scoffed. “Oh yeah, that’ll help Judy’s case.”

“Did you say they took her to the county jail?”

“Yeah. I was gonna go with her, but I can’t get to see her until visiting. I didn’t know what else to do. I’m sorry to wake you.”

“Okay, first of all, shut up, I want you here. And second of all, this isn’t just on you. I’m gonna help.”

“This isn’t your problem, Leo.”

“Of course it is. You’re my problem.” There was a twinkle in his eye as he kissed her forehead, pulling her against his body again. “I’m gonna help you figure this out, okay? What’ll she need? I can go by your place and pick up some clothes and stuff tomorrow so you can head straight there.”

“Thanks, that’d be great, actually. I’ll have to call Tripp in the morning, maybe I can just say I’m sick, so it doesn’t get around the office straight away.”

“We’ll keep it under wraps as long as possible. No one is gonna hear it from me.”

Zoe looked into Leo’s light brown eyes and felt such a rush of affection for him that she was almost floored by it. This beautiful, loyal man was sticking by her when the whole world was tumbling down around her ears.

She opened her mouth, ready to say the three little words she’d been unable to for so long. But then Max leaped up between them, breaking the moment and licking her chin as they both laughed at him.

“Alright, buddy,” Leo said, yawning widely. “I think that’s him telling us we have to go to sleep. Is there anything else you need to do before we get some rest?”

She sighed, shaking her head. “I’m not going to tell Mom or Phil yet.”

“Prob’ly for the best until we have more information.”

Zoe sat up straighter. “Oh, right, I forgot to tell you about something that happened today.”

“Something other than your sister getting arrested?”

“Yeah,” she said tentatively. “I was going to talk to you about it this afternoon, but then everything blew up. Again.”

“What is it?”

Zoe shifted her weight, fresh guilt rising. “I kind of walked in on something I shouldn’t have.”

“Oh God, what?”

“It was at my mom’s house. I stopped by this morning to ask her about Judy walking Violet for some extra cash.”

“Please tell me she wasn’t in bed with someone, I can’t deal with all this drama in one day.”

“Hah, no. Uh, it was Phil actually…”

“Phil in bed with someone?” Leo asked disbelievingly.

“Not exactly. He was… uh, kissing Seth Bowen.”

She waited for Leo’s curiosity to morph into astonishment, but instead, his face went totally blank. He didn’t even flinch.

“Oh.”

She frowned, staring at him. “You don’t seem surprised.”

Leo huffed a quiet laugh. “No. I guess that’s because I’m not. I mean, sure, I’m surprised about Phil…”

“What do you mean?”

He sighed, chewing the inside of his cheek as he glanced at her awkwardly. “Do you remember when I told you Seth hated me for somethin’ that happened in high school?”

“Yes. You said it was something you couldn’t talk about?”

“Yeah. The ‘something’ was me walking into the locker room at soccer practice and finding him, uh… kissing one of the linebackers.”

She sucked in a sharp breath. “Oh.”

“Sorry, I’ve wanted to tell you for a long time. Especially when he asked you out, but it wasn’t my place. I didn’t know if it was just a random thing that happened, or if he was gay or what. I didn’t want to assume. And I didn’t want to go tellin’ his secrets around, so… I just never told anyone.”

Zoe slumped back against the cushions, blowing out a long breath. “Wow.”

“Are you mad I didn’t say anything?”

“No,” she said, putting a hand on his thigh. “No, of course not. You’re right, it isn’t for you to talk about, and it’s a testament to who you are that you didn’t. Must have been a real kicker seeing me dating him, though.”

“You went on one date,” Leo said, looking pissed, and Zoe laughed, sitting back up and putting her arms around his neck.

“Don’t feel too sore about that. You’re the one who got the girl.”

“You bet I did,” he said, kissing her gently. “Let’s get some sleep, okay? You must be exhausted, and we’ll need to be up early for you to get to Abbotsville.”

“Okay,” they rose, and Zoe took his hand, tracing the line of his fingers gently. “By the way, did you call me ‘babe’, earlier?”

She watched, delighted, as his cheeks reddened. “Uh. Yeah. I’ve kind of been wanting to do that for a while.”

“I liked it.”

He grinned. “Well, good.”
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The next morning, after barely getting any sleep, Zoe headed to the county jail in Abbotsville with a clear plastic bag containing some of her sister’s clothes.

After parking outside the tall beige building, signing in at a thousand different checkpoints, and putting up with a guard sifting through her sister’s underwear, Zoe followed the escort into the visiting room.

It was a squat, miserable place, painted white with metal stools by each booth. The shelving where Zoe sat was smeared with some kind of clear slime, caked onto the surface, and streaked over the edge. She hadn’t been allowed to bring her bag inside, and she had nothing to wipe it off with.

Positioning herself to the left of it, she waited for the main door on the other side of the glass to open. It was several minutes before it did so, the inmates who began to file inside a mixture of rough-looking women of all shapes and sizes, a couple with tattoos on their necks.

Judy was a whisp in comparison, thin and scrawny, the coveralls they had given her hanging from her frame.

Zoe watched her carefully, looking to see if she was holding herself gingerly or if her eyes were red-rimmed. But instead, Judy marched over, lowered down into the seat, and grabbed the phone on the wall, her fingers tapping a staccato rhythm on the thick metal cord sticking out of the bottom.

Zoe picked up her receiver immediately, putting it to her ear.

“Fancy seeing you here,” Judy quipped, glancing at the guards and grimacing.

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine. My cellmate started singing at five o’clock in the morning about Jesus’s light and told me God was coming to save her, but otherwise I’m okay.”

“I brought you some clothes and a sports bra of mine.”

“Oh, thank you. My boobs feel like they’re gonna drop to the floor.” Zoe managed a smile, and Judy rolled her eyes. “What the hell is going on, Zo? Please tell me you believe me. I didn’t steal anything. I don’t even know what that necklace was made of. Why were the stones all black?”

“They’re black pearls.”

“Like Pirates of the Caribbean?”

Zoe scoffed. “I imagine that’s what Kissinger was going for when he bought them.”

Judy’s face fell as she moved forward, leaning her elbows on the metal shelf, her eyes sad as she stared at the base of the glass.

“I can’t believe Joe’s dead. It doesn’t make any sense.” Her teeth ran over her lip, the skin turning white where they dug into her flesh. “When you told me what had happened, I was so scared about what might happen to me, I barely had a chance to register it. I didn’t even care that my ex-boyfriend had died. I was too worried about myself. Selfish to a fault.”

“You’re not selfish, Jude.”

“I am. I used him for sex and haven’t even shed a tear for him since I heard.”

Zoe glanced at the guard at the end of the room on Judy’s side. “Maybe keep your voice down,” she whispered into the phone.

Judy scowled, shaking her head. “I was trying to remember if he had a family. He did once talk about an uncle up in Alaska.”

“I’ll see if I can find out for you,” Zoe said earnestly.

“Thanks.”

“Do you have any idea how that stuff got in your bag?”

“Of course! The cops planted it in there,” Judy muttered bitterly.

Zoe’s fingers tightened around the phone as a guard passed behind her. “Careful, Judy. That kind of accusation can get back to them.”

“I don’t care. Simmons is the one who came to your office and started mouthing off about me being the thief. He doesn’t have evidence to accuse me; why should I need any to accuse him?”

“Because he’s a cop and he’s running for sheriff and you’re—”

“A pill-popping nobody?”

“You don’t pop pills anymore.”

“But I am a nobody.”

“There are worse things to be, Jude.” Zoe leaned forward. “You really think he planted the necklace?”

“I don’t know. I mean, it seems coincidental that that deputy picked up my backpack, and it was all in there.”

“I don’t think he could have pulled that off with both of us watching,” Zoe said, musing on the point.

“Maybe not, but how else would they have gotten into my bag?”

“I don’t know. I’m gonna find out, Judy. Just hang tight. Leo’s on it, too; we’re all gonna make sure you’re out of here in no time.”

“What are you going to do, speak to Walker?”

Zoe shook her head. “I thought about it, but I can’t go sniffing around their investigation. Walker and I get along fine, but she’s not gonna tell me anything when you’re a suspect. Maybe I can ask around for anyone who knew Joe, but I’m heading to the morgue first.”

“The morgue?”

“Yeah. The cops won’t tell me how he died or give me any information about the body, with Simmons on the case breathing down their necks. Maybe I can find something out through a different channel.”

“How? You gonna break in?”

“Not quite, but the security isn’t usually as stringent at those places; I might be able to look at an autopsy report and get some information.”

“You sound like the voice of experience.”

Zoe shrugged. “I’ll do what I have to, to clear your name.”

“So, you don’t think I stole the church fund anymore, then?”

“I never believed that, Jude. I should have said so at the time, and I’m sorry. But when it comes to you, it’s hard for me to believe what you say. Your default position for a long time was to lie to me.”

Judy stared at her, pale eyes widening as her shoulders stiffened. Zoe braced herself for a barrage of abuse, but instead Judy slumped forward.

“I get that. I know I put you through hell.”

“I want you to remember what I just said, okay? That I don’t believe that’s who you are anymore. But I have another question to ask you, that you’re not gonna like.”

Judy grimaced. “Okay. Shoot.”

“Joe Simpson, do you think he could have OD’d?”

“Honestly, no. We weren’t using anything except a condom, Zo.” Zoe pressed her lips together as Judy laughed. “Such a prude. If he was taking anything, it would just have been weed. And that wouldn’t have killed him.”

Zoe set her jaw, leaning further forward. “Okay, so it really could have been murder then.”

“But who would want to murder Joe?”

“That was my other question. Could he have been a dealer and got on the wrong side of someone?”

Judy fidgeted in her chair. “Uh. I mean… maybe? But I never saw anything in his house.”

Her sister was suddenly hunched in on herself, licking her lips furtively as she glanced behind her.

“What aren’t you telling me?” Zoe whispered.

“Uh… that was how we met. Originally.”

“What?”

“He was my dealer.”

Zoe’s insides went cold as she stared at her sister in horror. “He sold you drugs?”

“A long time ago.”

“Jesus, Judy, why did you get back together with someone like that?”

“I’m not back together with him. It was casual. We barely even spoke. It was just an energy release.” Zoe rested her forehead on her palm, trying to remain calm. “Zoe, stop, it was a long time ago, he’s not dealing anymore.”

“You’re certain?”

“Well… not certain.”

Zoe pushed her fingers through her hair. “Okay, so there’s a chance he might have sold drugs to the wrong person or hadn’t paid off whoever he got them from. That’s a lead. Thank God. At least we have one.”

“Do you think you’re gonna be able to get me out of here?”

“Yes. You’re innocent. Simmons’ case will backfire eventually. There’ll be another theft, or I’ll find out who really hurt Joe. I promise.”

Judy’s shoulders lowered in relief, and her hand moved toward the glass as though to touch it, but then she seemed to change her mind.

“I’m sorry you’re having to clean up after me again.” Her voice was small, dejected.

“Hey. Look at me.” Zoe waited until her sister looked up. “You haven’t done anything wrong this time. Your biggest crime is sleeping with a dude who died. That’s the sum total. It’s not the same kind of mess; this one isn’t of your making.”

Judy nodded. “Okay.”

“I should go,” Zoe murmured. “I’m not allowed to visit every day, so you call me tomorrow night, okay?”

“Alright.”

Zoe turned, about to place the phone back on the receiver, when Judy called out to her. Judy stood up, meeting her gaze, her expression more earnest than Zoe had ever seen it.

“I never thanked you,” she said softly into the phone. “For letting me live with you and looking after me. I’m really grateful, Zo. I’m grateful to have my sister back.”

A lump formed in her throat as Judy’s eyes turned glassy, and Zoe pressed her fist to the glass, as Judy did the same.

“I’m gonna get you out of here,” she said fervently.
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After she left the jail, Zoe headed for the small county hospital in Abbotsville, where she hoped Joe’s body would have been taken.

She still had no idea what she was going to say when she arrived but decided it would be best to cross that bridge when she came to it. All she knew was that the more information she could get on his death, the better.

A part of her didn’t even care if Judy had lied about them taking drugs; she just wanted to know if he OD’d to prove categorically that Judy hadn’t done anything to cause his death. She would never suspect her sister was a murderer, but Simmons would, and she needed irrefutable proof if he was going to listen to them.

Pulling up into the parking lot, she headed inside, walking past several doctors eating their lunch on benches on the path. The heat was unbearable, and she could only imagine what it must be like on a stuffy hospital ward.

Walking through the main reception and through the long corridors, she followed the signs to Pathology.

As she came up on it, a bright light on the wall sent her in the right direction; the air smelled of chemicals as she approached. She headed through a long hallway, lines of faded red chairs on either side as she came up to some dark gray doors.

In her mind’s eye, morgues and pathology departments were either bustling laboratories or empty dead zones with nobody around. Hoping for the latter, she pushed through the door, her heart leaping at her good fortune as she saw an empty room beyond.

It was a jumble of equipment, old gas cannisters, and a desk piled high with charts. Glancing around, there was a doctor’s coat hanging on the back of the door, but she had been down that road before. Pretending to be a doctor was always more complicated than it seemed, particularly in a small hospital where everybody likely knew each other by sight.

She turned back, abandoning the fleeting idea, and crossed to the desk. Rifling through the reports, she searched for Joe’s name, hoping, by some miracle, that it might be there. Time was short, and someone could walk in at any moment.

As if on cue, the doors ahead of her swung open. She quickly stepped back, catching a glimpse of a long room, lined with gurneys, with a large freezer door at the far end, before it swung shut again.

A guy in scrubs with dark, floppy hair hanging down on either side of his head came in, head bowed over a report. He looked up, stepping back when he saw her, the eyeliner on his eyes making him look even more startled than he was.

“Zoe!” he said, and then a broad grin spread over his face.

Zoe blinked in amazement. “Oh my God, Elliot,” she said, beyond relieved when she recognized him. The beanie that had perpetually covered his hair was gone, but the nail polish and guy-liner were still there.

Several months before, she had met him while she was working her first story in Sapphire. Elliot had been a stoner, emo kid who the cops had tried to blame for a crime he didn’t commit. Zoe had been the only one to listen to him—finally, she might be in for some luck.

“What are you doin’ here?” he asked.

“I could ask you the same thing,” she replied brightly. “You work at the hospital now?”

“Summer internship. They said I could help three days a week at the morgue.”

Zoe smirked. “Well, do I recall that you love dead things?”

Elliot rolled his eyes. “Yeah, but not so much dead bodies. I mean, they’re cool and all, but animals are much more interesting to photograph.”

“I’m gonna have to leave that one with you,” she said, smiling. It was oddly good to see him. Elliot was a decent kid, if a little weird.

“So, what’s up? You need something?” His eyes became more animated, and Zoe felt a fresh surge of hope.

“Uh, well, I was actually here looking for some information on a body that would probably have been brought in early this morning?”

Elliot side-stepped toward her. “Oh yeah?”

“I don’t want to get you into trouble, though,” she said quickly, and Elliot waved his hand vaguely in the air.

“I can’t tell you, like, a lot of stuff, but I can say if it’s here. I owe you one anyway. I read your article about Stanfield. It was really good. I even got a mention; my friends haven’t stopped talking about me helping to take down a serial killer since then.”

Zoe laughed. “Well, then, you’re welcome. If you can give me any information, I would be really grateful.”

“Is it for a story?” he asked, wariness coming into his voice.

“Not specifically,” she lied. “The paper might investigate, but not this part of it.”

“What’s the name?” he asked.

“Joe Simpson.”

Elliot checked the door before scooting around to the back of the desk, logging quickly into the computer. His eyes traveled over the screen, reminding her of Bean as he bit his lip.

“Huh. There’s no one of that name listed here.”

Zoe’s heart sank. “You’re sure?”

“Yeah. Nobody by Simpson, sorry. Are you sure he came here? What happened to him?”

“He was murdered,” she said flatly. “Maybe he was taken to one of the funeral homes instead.”

“Whoa, wait, you’re talking about the murder from Sapphire? Yeah, that’s not his name; we processed him this morning.”

Zoe stared at him. “What? The guy who was murdered wasn’t Joe Simpson?”

“Nope!” Elliot turned the monitor for her to see, his finger pointing at the name at the top of the screen. “He was a guy named Jordan Goodsmith. Shot in the heart, point-blank range.”
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“Who’s Jordan Goodsmith?” Leo sounded as bewildered as Zoe felt.

“I have no idea,” she said as she maneuvered out of the parking lot. “I can’t speak to Judy until tomorrow night. She only gets one phone slot. But what really worries me is how Jordan died.”

“What about it?” Leo asked.

“He was shot, Leo. Shot. Who gets shot in Sapphire? At point-blank range, too, which sounds like an intentional, planned killing. I don’t understand how two guys living in a house together would have an enemy that dangerous.”

“Well, plenty of people around here have guns, Zo. They might have gotten on the wrong side of somebody, and it got out of hand?”

Zoe licked her lips. “I guess, but I don’t like it.”

“Where are you headed now?” Leo asked.

“I’m gonna go to the gas station.”

“Great idea. Murders are always solved between pumps three and four.”

Zoe chuckled. “To speak to Annalise,” Zoe said, heading onto the highway, flicking a glance at her rearview as she did so.

“Why?”

“Because Judy didn’t drive, right?”

“Right.”

“She has been walking everywhere. So, the night she left Joe’s house, she walked back through Sapphire. I figure if I can find footage of her doing that on Annalise’s cameras, then I can prove she wasn’t there when he was killed. There would be a time of death, and she should have been long gone by then. And if not, she certainly wouldn’t have been casually walking back through Sapphire with no blood splatter on her clothes.”

“Yeesh. You don’t really think Simmons is gonna pin this murder on her, though, right?”

“I’m not sure he cares about much except being seen to solve a crime,” Zoe muttered bitterly. “She thinks he planted the stuff in her bag.”

“I wondered that,” Leo said thoughtfully. “It would be a hell of a risk if he did, though. He’d have to have Willis in on it, too. Also, how would he have gotten a hold of it in the first place?”

Zoe moved around a car, crawling in the slow lane, and frowned at that question. How would Simmons have planted the necklace unless he had the stolen items already?

Maybe they busted someone, and then he brought it with him to frame Judy?

It was far-fetched, even for her own wild theories, and she couldn’t imagine Simmons being that corrupt. He was an arrogant guy with an inflated opinion of himself, but she didn’t think he was a dirty cop. At least, not that dirty.

More’s the pity.

“Where are you right now, anyway?” she asked.

Leo sighed. “I’m at home reading through the paperwork from Linmans on their offer.”

Zoe chewed her tongue, staring at the road ahead morosely. “How does it look?” she asked.

“Like I’m selling my soul.”

“That’s not true, Leo. You’re protecting your livelihood. Are you going to take it?”

There was a long pause, and Zoe’s heart ached as Leo groaned. “I don’t think I have a choice, Zo.”

She leaned back in her seat, staring at the wide highway ahead, her stomach clenching unpleasantly. She hadn’t told Leo about her conversation with Dunridge and knew that it wasn’t the right time. He had enough to think about without veiled warnings from some millionaire who had never had to worry about money in his life.

“I wish I could do something else,” he continued. “I wish there were another way out of this, but I can’t see it.”

“It’s okay, Leo. I understand.”

He sighed. “I think it would be easier if you were mad at me.”

“Like you said, this isn’t just about you anymore. You have to think about your people, Leo. Look, I’m gonna have to go, I’m almost at the gas station.”

“Let me know what you find out from Annalise, okay?” he said softly. “I’ll talk to you later.”

“I will. Speak soon.”

Annalise’s gas station was small and had been the victim of several robberies earlier in the year. The white metal gate over the front door was a visible sign of the extra security measures she’d installed, and there were now even more cameras than there had been when Zoe had last visited.

The gas station was on one of the routes Judy might have taken to head home. If she had passed by on the night of the murder, Zoe would at least have some proof of her whereabouts that didn’t rely on Joe Simpson as an alibi.

But if Jordan Goodsmith is dead, where is Joe Simpson now?

She got out of the car, heading toward the shop as she heard the high-pitched whine of a child from inside. There were no other cars parked out front, and Zoe knocked gently on the door.

Annalise’s harried face appeared from behind the counter. She was kneeling on the floor and blew her bangs out of her eyes.

“Oh, hey Zoe, sorry. We had an… emergency.”

Zoe frowned, coming into the room. “Is everything okay?”

“Yeah, just a poonami.”

As she got closer, the smell hit her, and Zoe let out an involuntary grunt.

“Sorry,” Annalise said as her toddler puttered out from behind the counter.

“Sarah did a poop!” he told Zoe proudly.

“Is that right?” she said, hiding a smile and glancing at Annalise. “Can I give you a hand?”

Annalise finally stood up, a fresh diaper on the baby, as she cleared away the soiled clothes, holding them at arm’s length.

“No, no, it’s fine. Did you get gas? I can ring it up for you.”

“I didn’t. I actually came in for something else, but let me help you with the kids, at least.”

Annalise’s face dropped in relief as she ran the back of her hand over her forehead.

“Ugh, I’m so sorry. I have some clothes for this one up in the apartment. Could you watch Bertie for a second?”

“Of course!”

“I won’t be long,” Annalise said, heading to the door and then stopping to turn back to Zoe, frowning. “If you’re not getting gas, what was it you needed?”

“Uh, I was gonna ask if I could check your CCTV footage from a few nights ago, actually.”

Annalise’s eyes darkened with interest immediately. “Ooh, is it for a story?”

“Kind of.”

“Well, come on back, just flip the sign and lock the door, and you can look now. I’m beat anyway, and it’s dead today. If anyone else needs gas, they can go to the other station.”

Zoe went back to the door and locked it, flipping the sign, holding out a hand to Bertie, who trotted along beside her happily as she went out the back.

There was a small side room opposite the staircase with a couple of computer monitors inside.

“It’s all there,” Annalise said as the baby began to wail again. “The remote’s on the side. You can scroll through, but I erase it every month. What day were you needing?”

“Last night into this morning?”

“Oh yeah, that’ll be there. Give me a few minutes.”

“Take your time.”

Zoe looked down at Bertie’s upturned face. He had something brown on his chin that she very much hoped was chocolate.

“You wanna help me look through the videos?” she asked.

Bertie shrugged as she went into the room and sat down. He climbed onto her knee, settling himself as she pulled out her phone, scrolling to the games and handing it over.

Once Bertie was happily entertained, she went to the files on the desktop. There were dozens of them, dated with the time and day they depicted. Each file was two hours in length, but she soon found out they were for multiple cameras.

There was a camera above the door, at the edge of the tree line, and then one that showed her the road.

She decided to spool through the road camera first, imagining that Judy, if she had any sense, would have avoided the forest line and walked out in the open.

Clicking on the relevant date, she opened the first file, winding through an endless array of nothing. The picture didn’t change at all, except for when the light faded, the streetlights clicked on around 9 p.m.

Then, Zoe’s heart began to pound as a ghostly figure appeared. She shifted Bertie on her lap, watching it move along the road.

It was Judy. The time read a few minutes before midnight, which would track with what her sister had told her about getting back to their apartment around then.

She looked casual, nonchalant, as she walked, her arms swinging. If Zoe had seen her in any other context, she would have said that her sister looked happy.

Judy stayed in the frame for about a minute, no more, looking back now and again—the automatic reflex of any woman walking alone at night.

She looked ordinary. Relaxed. Something about that made Zoe feel infinitely reassured.

Judy certainly doesn’t look like she was involved in anything sinister.

But the feeling of relief faded about a minute later when she kept watching the road.

There had been no traffic, no cars up until that point, but as soon as Judy had passed, headlights appeared behind her in the distance. Zoe watched, motionless, as they approached the gas station.

The car was moving at a crawl, far slower than would have been a normal pace. She wondered if it might be about to park in the gas station parking lot, but it moved on by. As it did so, her pulse quickened.

It was the same dark blue Toyota she had seen waiting outside her house. But now, it was following her sister in the dead of night, right after a murder had been committed in the town.

Zoe leaned back, hugging Bertie tightly to her as she heard Annalise returning. She closed down the file, turned off the monitor, and pasted on a smile. The less anyone knew, the better.
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Leo walked out of the ranch house with the Linman’s offer in his hand. They had sent over an email with the information for the deal, as well as a hard copy with tabs showing him where to sign.

He headed toward the llama pen where he could see Gus hanging over the fence, scratching Rock’s chin. Bailey lay in the sun at his feet, and Max wandered over to sniff at him before Gus noticed Leo.

“How come you’re not in the office?” Leo asked.

“Got the afternoon off. Bean’s comin’ over in a bit, he said he’s lookin’ at an apartment today and asked if I wanted to join. His parents were rentin’ it out, but the tenants had to move.”

Leo brightened. “Oh yeah? That’s great! Do you want me to come with you?”

“Nah. You’ve got your meetin’ today, and I don’t reckon it’ll come to anything anyway. I doubt he wants some kid as a roommate.”

“I’ve told you before, you’re not a kid, Gus. You have more common sense than most boys your age.”

Gus shrugged. “It’ll be good to see it anyways. You takin’ Max with you to Abbotsville?”

“I would if I could, but it’s too hot to leave him in the truck today. Would you mind putting him inside with Bailey when you head out?”

“Sure.”

Gus chuckled, patting Max on the head before he looked at Leo quizzically. “What would you think about me livin’ with Bean. If it works out, that is.”

“Where’s the apartment?” Leo asked.

“I don’t know.”

“How much is the rent?”

“Uh… he didn’t say,” Gus mumbled.

Leo rolled his eyes. “Is there anything he did tell you?”

“It’s got Wi-Fi, and he has an Xbox.”

“Okay,” he replied, chuckling. “In theory, I wouldn’t have a problem with it. Bean seems pretty sensible from what Zoe has told me about him.”

“Well, he plays a lot of video games, so I doubt he’ll want to talk much.”

“An ideal roommate, then. Listen, I trust your judgment, Gus. if it looks okay, and you like him, it could work out. Once you’re eighteen, you’ll have more options, too. Six months down the line, if you want to move, there’s nothin’ stoppin’ you.”

“Who will you get to help with the ranch if I’m gone? Zoe?”

“Are you kiddin’? She hates those chickens beyond all reason. I’ve been thinkin’ I might need to get some help anyway, and if this deal goes through, maybe I can get someone to come in and give me a hand a few times a week.”

Roll’s big head descended between them, nibbling at Gus’s shirt.

“He’s hungry,” Leo said, grinning.

“Yeah I can see that.” He scratched the llama beneath his chin. “I’m not your food, Roll, geeze.” He let out a breath. “I’m gonna miss these big lugs ‘n havin’ all this space.”

Leo felt a knot form between his shoulder blades as Gus looked around, his blue eyes a little sad. It was strange; he had grown used to the kid being there, and it would be odd when he was gone.

“You know you’re welcome back any time,” he said earnestly.

Gus gave a little lopsided smirk. “Sure. Atsila’s gonna miss me.”

Leo clapped him on the shoulder, saying goodbye to Max as he turned to head to his truck.

“Leo?”

“Yeah?”

“You sign the papers?”

Leo glanced back at him, his gut clenching. “Not yet.”
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Linmans had offices all over the county, but Leo was headed to the one based in Abbotsville situated inside the town hall. It was a grander building than the rest of the block where it was situated, and as Leo pulled up, it seemed to embody everything Zoe hated about Linmans.

Grand, pretentious, and set apart from the rest of the world around it.

Leo glanced at the documents on his dash. His palms were sweating, and he wished that Zoe were there.

Having spoken to her on the phone, he knew that she wasn’t angry about the deal—that she understood—but still, just looking at the logo at the top of the cover letter made him antsy.

He hopped down from the truck, looking up at the beautiful façade ahead of him. The Abbotsville town hall housed a multitude of businesses, but most of the right-hand side was taken up by Linmans. There was even a sponsored fountain outside made from white marble. It was conspicuously clean compared to the graffiti-covered benches surrounding it.

He walked inside then to the right, through two large wooden double doors and into a marble hallway that looked like something out of a European palace in the 1700s.

There were large windows to the right, casting barred shadows over the floor from the metal grates on the outside. To Leo, in his present state of mind, it looked like a prison he was voluntarily locking himself inside.

He walked up to the receptionist, a young woman in her twenties, dressed in a button-down shirt and jacket.

“Hi, I have an appointment to meet with Porter Quaid?” Leo said as her eyes ran over him briefly before looking down at her computer.

“Dr. Rowden?” she said, a bright smile spreading over her face.

“That’s me.”

“If you could take a seat, someone will come by for you shortly.”

Leo would rather have gone straight up; the wait only increased the nerves bubbling beneath his skin. Part of him wanted to run out of the building and never look back.

As he took a seat, an overwhelming sense of sadness settled over him. This was the final goodbye to a business he had started from scratch. Skywolf had been his baby, a practice that had expanded and changed just as he had.

He had had some difficult times and bad memories mixed in with the good, but it was his business—his name above the door.

Leo stared down at the papers. The offer would allow him to continue doing what he loved.

But at what cost? Why does finding security feel like such a step backwards?

“Dr. Rowden?”

Leo looked up to find another immaculately dressed woman in front of him. She had long black hair, a bright red shirt, and another dazzling smile.

Do Linmans exclusively employ models or something?

She sauntered in front of him toward the elevators, her long ponytail swishing with every step.

The elevator was wood-paneled and beautiful, smelling of varnish and regular care. Leo watched as she pushed the button for the top floor—of course—he couldn’t imagine Linmans existing anywhere but the penthouse.

As they emerged on the top level, Leo stared around in awe. It was like walking into a skyscraper in Manhattan.

The whole place was slickly designed, with clean lines and bright white walls. It was corporate in the extreme, and his mind kept flitting back to his little cabin of a clinic, the cozy feel of it, his Cherokee heritage shining through in every wall.

Then the image changed. He was standing outside the clinic watching a bulldozer raise it to the ground.

“Dr. Rowden?”

Leo glanced ahead at the woman, realizing he had stopped walking, standing stupidly in the middle of a row of desks with several people staring at him.

“Sorry,” he mumbled, making his way toward the office at the top of the room. Porter Quaid appeared in the doorway in a suit that probably cost more than Leo’s whole wardrobe.

Leo had never felt more out of place in his life. A couple of the guys nearby were openly sneering at his jeans and plaid shirt, and as he walked into Porter’s office, the other man clapped him on the shoulder like they were old friends.

Just sign it and run.

“So glad to see you, Leo,” Quaid said. No more Dr. Rowden.

Maybe this is how the guy makes friends. Exchanging millions of dollars gives him something in common with everyday Joes, like me

“Good to see you, Mr. Quaid,” Leo murmured, sitting down and placing the documents on the table.

“I love the personal touch, by the way,” Quaid said. “Most people just sign the digital copies, but I have a feeling you’re a little more ‘old school farmer’ about this, right?”

Leo watched him sit down, a hand smoothing over his tie as he flashed him a grin.

Behind him, the whole of Abbotsville was laid out, the water tower in the distance, sparkling in the summer sunshine. It was cool in the office, the AC on high. There was nothing unpleasant or uncomfortable about the room—everything smelled of money and power.

Leo looked down at the documents in his lap as Quaid drew out his own copy.

“Let me just get someone in to witness the signatures, and we’re good to go, Leo. I think you’re making a great choice with this.”

Leo didn’t move, watching as Quaid drew what looked like a solid gold pen from a pot on his desk and spoke into the intercom.

Behind him, through the window, a flock of geese passed by, honking loudly and flapping lazily outward toward the little dots of Sapphire in the distance.

Leo watched them, and as he did so, the tension bled from his shoulders in a long, flowing wave as a sense of clarity like nothing he had ever known descended.

“You know what, Mr. Quaid, I think I’ve changed my mind.”

Quaid went still, his finger on the button to the intercom as he leaned back, clicking it off. Someone approached the door of his office, and he waved them away with a brisk, dismissive movement that made Leo’s hackles rise.

“Is there something in the deal that isn’t to your liking?” Quaid asked.

Leo watched him, choosing his words carefully. “Not specifically, but on my way over here, and while I was waiting in the lobby for you to see me, I decided I don’t want to sell.”

Quaid gave a brisk little shake of his head, his mouth twisting. “That’s unwise. We both know your clinic is dead in the water. This is a way that you can preserve your legacy.”

“My legacy?”

“Yes, you’re one of the few vets left who works independently in the county. That’s something that needs to be preserved.”

“And how does walking away preserve it? Surely if I sign this paperwork, my legacy becomes part of Linmans.”

Quaid gave the same little smile he had before, the shape of his mouth dipping down into a ‘v’. The slicked-back style of his hair made him look more like a snake than ever.

“Linmans have made you a very generous offer, Dr. Rowden. Are you honestly telling me you came all this way just to turn us down?”

“That doesn’t happen very often, I’m assuming?” Leo asked. He felt emboldened by the decision, happier than he had in weeks.

It was true, his business was in trouble, but it belonged to him. He wasn’t going to sell it off so that it could be flattened by a huge faceless organization and ripped into oblivion.

Leo rose, but Quaid was on his feet faster.

“If this is some power play, Dr. Rowden, it isn’t going to work.”

Leo frowned at him. “I changed my mind, Mr. Quaid, in the time it took me to come up to this perfectly manicured floor of yours. I am entitled to change my mind. Maybe that’s the farmer in me. I want to make sure I’m doing what is right for my business, and, in all honesty, Mr. Quaid, Linmans has never been the right thing for anyone.”

Quaid’s smile stayed in place, but the other man’s eyes hardened. He leaned back, putting his hands in his pockets and fixing Leo with an angry glare.

“I don’t think you quite understand the consequences of what will happen if you do not sell.”

“Which is my right. It’s my land, my business, and I’m not selling. Please thank your representatives for their generous offer, but Skywolf Clinic is not for sale.”

With that, he tossed the papers onto Quaid’s desk and left the room, walking through the mess of bodies and computers, bright lights and swagger, before he reached the elevators.

As he stepped back inside, without an escort this time, he pushed the button for the ground floor, watching Quaid as he emerged from his office.

Leo had never been more terrified or relieved in his life.
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The following evening, as Zoe was watching the sun setting over Sapphire through her window, Judy finally called.

She had been sitting beside her phone with Max lying over her feet for a couple of hours before the call finally came through. She nearly dropped the phone in her haste to pick it up.

Judy’s voice was quiet over the line, and Zoe could hear the squeak of chairs and voices in the background.

“How has it been?” she asked.

“Oh, you know. It’s loud, it smells, there are assholes everywhere, and I have to ask permission to pee.”

“Did they tell you when your hearing would be?”

Judy sighed. “Not until Monday.”

Zoe’s fist clenched. “Of course. It’s not like they’d rush this through so you could be bailed over the weekend.”

“I’m not sure we’d make bail anyway,” her sister said gloomily.

“What, why?”

“I’ve heard that Simmons has the judge’s ear. Tellin’ people I’m a flight risk.”

“A flight risk? Based on what?”

“I’m an unpredictable addict, remember? Come on, Zo, you know this.”

Zoe closed her eyes. “We’ll get you out.”

“How? Did you come into some cash? Gamma can’t pay it, and you’re already broke because of me.”

“I could—”

“Don’t even think about asking Mom,” Judy muttered bitterly. There was a long silence, and then she gave a sigh. “I don’t want anyone else weighed down by me, Zo.”

“You’re not weighing me down.”

“Yeah. Sure.”

Max was whining quietly at the back of his throat, and Zoe ran a hand through his soft hair. She wasn’t sure if he could hear Judy’s voice, but he was snuffling at her arm and nudging at her elbow whenever she spoke.

“Max says hello.”

“Hey, fluffball. I’ll bring him something back when I get out. Might be able to swipe some prison blankets. Hey, maybe the county jail sells keychains!”

Zoe snorted, just as an automated voice on the line told her she only had a few minutes remaining.

“Listen, Judy I need to tell you something that I found out yesterday. I don’t know if you’re gonna think it’s good or bad news.”

“Oh, God, what?” Judy said warily.

“I did some digging after you were gone.”

“You went to the morgue?”

“I did.”

“And?”

“I spoke to the tech there. I knew him, actually, from earlier this year. He owed me a favor and… he told me what happened.”

“To Joe?”

“To the guy who was killed, yeah. The man who was murdered wasn’t Joe Simpson.”

The sounds of the jail magnified through the phone for a second before Judy’s voice came quivering through the line.

“It wasn’t Joe?”

“No.”

“What the hell? Then who was it?”

“A guy named Jordan Goodsmith. Joe’s roommate, apparently.”

Judy was breathing more heavily now. “But… but they said it was Joe!”

“Actually, they didn’t. We assumed it was him because it was his house. But the cops never said that to me; I only found out when I saw his name on the morgue log. Did you ever meet Jordan?”

“Never. Joe mentioned he had a guy who lived with him, but he worked late. He was never there. I wouldn’t even know his face.”

Zoe nodded, relieved. “Okay, well, I guess that’s something.”

“But where’s Joe?” Judy demanded.

“I have no idea. I’m assuming you haven’t heard from him?”

“No. The last I saw him was when I left the house that night. Why would anyone want to kill Joe’s roommate?” There was a short pause, and then Judy hissed out her final question. “How did he die?”

“He was shot. Point-blank range, apparently.”

Judy made a strangled sound. “That’s insane.”

“Do you have any idea what could have happened? What did Jordan do for a living?”

“I’m pretty sure it was, like, a normal job. Something physical, not office-based.”

Zoe frowned. “What was Joe’s job?”

“Handyman. He did odd jobs around the town. He was doing a load of different things. I don’t know, we didn’t really talk that much.”

The noise in the background began to fade, and Judy’s voice grew closer to the phone.

“Listen, Zo, there’s something I didn’t tell you, but you have to promise not to be mad at me, okay?”

“Uh… I do not promise. What have you done?”

Judy sniffed. “Believe it or not, I was trying to do something to help you, but now I feel like I probably shouldn’t have.”

“Oh God, Judy, please tell me you didn’t do anything illegal.”

“Stop automatically assuming the worst would you? And, no, it wasn’t illegal. Not specifically.” Zoe groaned. “Do you remember when I told you about me and Joe breaking into that old building that’s now the nursing home?”

“You said it was your boyfriend at the time. That was Joe?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay, yes, I remember.”

“Well, when I told you that story, it got me thinking. I remember we were down there for ages. I was pretty much smoking weed and getting freaked out by spiders, but Joe seemed real interested in the boxes that were there. Anyway, while I was at his house, I found something.”

“What?”

“A file. I wouldn’t even have noticed it if I hadn’t seen the stuff on your desk. But it caught my eye. It was the same kind of papers. The same logo.”

“The Linmans logo?”

“Yeah, I think so.”

Zoe’s heart picked up. “Alright, why are you telling me this?”

“Because I kind of… took it.”

Zoe put her head in her hands. “You stole it?”

“Well, yeah! I thought it was weird that he had it in the first place, and you’ve been working so hard, I figured it might help. You took me in, gave me a bed, and paid thousands of dollars for rehab. You’ve been so angry about Linmans interfering with Leo and throwing their money around. I thought I could bring it home, show you, and then take it back before he noticed. But then…”

“Then his roommate got shot.”

“Yeah.”

“Do you still have it?”

“It’s in my room. I was gonna show you, I swear, but I didn’t have time.”

Zoe was already moving, the phone in her hand as she went into Judy’s room. “Where?”

“Under the mattress.”

Hesitating, Zoe stared at the bed doubtfully. “Why would you hide it?”

“I didn’t want you to find it if you were snooping for drugs. I wanted to explain what it was first…”

Zoe moved to the mattress, lifting it and sucking in a sharp breath when she saw the file. Picking it up, she flicked through the papers. They didn’t just look similar to the ones that had been left in her car; it was as if they had all been printed in the same batch.

“And you think this was from the basement at the Sapphire Foundation?” she asked quietly.

“I can’t think of anywhere else he would have got it. He must have taken it when we broke in.”

Zoe thought feverishly, her fingers trembling. “And you just happened upon it lying around in his house? That seems odd, don’t you think?”

“Yeah, but then he never was particularly tidy. I just figured he hadn’t cleared it away.”

Zoe didn’t buy that for a second. If Joe had this file after all these years, why would it be somewhere obvious that Judy could find it? Was it possible he was the one who left the other papers in her car?

But I’ve never met him. Why would he want to help me? Or maybe he wasn’t helping me at all.

Zoe stared at the faded logo and the neatly printed text beneath her fingers. Judy had talked about dozens of boxes, somehow spared from the flames and left in the basement. Was there any chance that they could still be there?

Ever since Zoe had visited Orchard Grove, her curiosity had been piqued by the wasted space. The upper floors were entirely out of use from what she could tell—all the residents on ground level.

“Zo?”

She didn’t speak, an image rolling into her mind as she listened to her sister’s voice. The dark shape of the Toyota outside her apartment, the rolling image of it on the footage at the gas station following her sister. Unhurried, stealthy, and silent. Zoe’s fingers tightened on the papers.

“Zo?”

“Yeah. I’m here.”

“Do you think this could be linked to what happened to Joe?”

“I don’t know. But he’s disappeared. And there have been plenty of people who got caught up with Linmans who suddenly went off the radar. The question is, what’s the significance of this file and why has it been edited?”

“What do you mean?”

Zoe flicked through the papers again. They were covered in gridlines, with long, cascading tables of names printed in faded text. Some had been worn so badly she couldn’t read them, but seven rows had been blacked out entirely.

“Did you look at it?” she asked.

“No, I just took it. I don’t get all that science stuff, you know that.”

“It’s redacted, Judy. The only thing that I can see is that it’s a patient record of some kind. There are a lot of names on here, but a few of them have been blacked out.”

She held it up to the light, but she couldn’t discern anything beneath the marks.

Then, at the base of the page, as she held it up to the light, the words “Sapphire Foundation” could just be made out through the crumpled crease at the corner of the sheet.

Zoe lowered it again, her heart hammering. She had long suspected that Linmans had a darker side to them, a side that would stop at nothing to protect their reputation. If the fire at the foundation had been a cover-up, could these patients have something to do with it?

Her eyes moved to the windows of her apartment. Evening was closing in, and in the distance, she could see the shadowy shape of the home on the edge of the town.

If there was any chance there was more to find, she had to take the risk and look for it while she still had the chance.
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Zoe looked through the papers for most of the night, trying to find out if there was anything hidden within them that would give her a clue to what Linmans was up to, or how it might be linked to Joe.

Ever since she had been rammed off the road by an SUV, she had wondered what this huge corporation was capable of. It seemed they were willing to do anything to maintain their reputation, including trying to silence people who might threaten them.

Joe Simpson, or perhaps Jordan Goodsmith, seemed to fall into that category.

Zoe leaned across the table and picked up the phone she had lent to Judy. It was just as beaten up as before, with a new scratch on the bottom of the screen, but otherwise still working ok.

Thumbing it open, she scrolled to the contacts where previously only her own number had been listed. Her heart picked up when she saw a second number had been added below it. It didn’t have a name assigned, just a tiny thumbnail image beside it.

How many people could Judy know in this town?

Before she could overthink it, she pushed call and waited. The call connected but went straight to voicemail. A deep, male voice stated that she had reached “Joe the Handyman” and asked her to leave a message.

She hung up and pulled the phone away from her ear, squinting at the thumbnail to try and get a closer look at him. Unable to see much in the pixelated image, Zoe opened the Photos app, expecting to find two or three pictures at most, but instead, there were dozens of thumbnails covering the screen.

They had all been taken over the last few days, and all were close-up shots of plants—hundreds of them. Some were very beautiful, or would have been, if not hampered by the terrible camera quality. There were a few macro shots of a bee feeding on nectar in one of the hanging baskets on Jefferson Street. They were stunning images. Did Judy take all of these?

Scrolling through them, she smiled as she saw a few images of Max trotting beside Judy in town, or standing in front of her with his tongue lolling out.

She paused as she came upon the one she was looking for. There was just a single photograph of Joe in the phone. He was standing in a pokey kitchen, a wooden spoon in hand, pointing at the camera playfully as if telling whoever was behind it not to take the shot. Joe was wearing a dark brown beanie, which was a perfect shade to match his beard. He was handsome, and his face looked vaguely familiar, but Zoe was sure she’d never met him.

Locking the screen, she placed the phone flat on the table, frustrated that she was none the wiser as to their relationship or where the hell he could be.

By morning, she was more confused than ever and determined to try and find any evidence she could. Unable to sleep, she got in her car in the early hours and drove by Joe Simpson’s place to see if there was anyone home.

All the lights were off, the house dark and filled with shadows as she drove by the police tape still fluttering around the door. There was a deputy stationed outside, scrolling through his phone and looking extremely bored.

Joe clearly hadn’t been back, and if he had gone into hiding, maybe he was just as frightened as Arnold Price had been.

Or it’s simpler than that. Joe could have killed Jordan, and now he’s on the run.

Zoe drove around the town aimlessly, wondering what to do next, until she found that she had subconsciously pointed the car in the direction of the nursing home.

As the dawn light began to filter through the sky, she passed by the main gate, peering through her windshield at the dark windows of the upper floor in the distance.

If Orchard Grove did hold the files Judy had mentioned, there might be a chance she could get more information on what Joe was involved in. The only other option that would really help Judy would be to find Joe Simpson himself and ask him in person, but it was a needle in a haystack. Worse than that, she didn’t even know where the haystack was; Joe could have left town altogether.

Zoe set her jaw, turning her car around and heading back to her apartment, a plan forming in her mind even as she questioned her sanity.

She knew that the grounds of the home were wide and extensive but relied on the high fence around the perimeter to keep intruders out, rather than CCTV.

If she wanted to get inside, her best option was to slip through the main gates during the night and skirt around the fence line until she came to the main building.

The front entrance was a no-go, manned by a reception desk and patrolled by security, but at the rear, there was a communal garden backing into the grounds, with simple French doors leading out onto the terrace.

If she could get through those, she was sure she could reach the upper floors and have a look around. There was every chance it was a dead end, but at least she would be doing something.

Am I doing this for Judy, or to prove Linmans is up to no good?

When she arrived back at her apartment, it was still early in the morning, and she greeted an excitable Max, who had been waiting by the front door for her to return.

After putting some food down for him, she began to gather everything she might need. In hindsight, she was grateful for the amount of boring, black corporate clothing she possessed and her soft-soled tennis shoes. She placed a flashlight and her lock-picking kit in a bag and resolved to take Max for a long walk to clear her head.

By the late afternoon, she was still filled with nervous energy and obsessively glaring at the clock when a call came through from Leo.

“Hey, you,” his rumbling voice settled her jangling nerves instantly, and she relaxed back in her chair. “I made meatloaf.”

Zoe found herself chuckling immediately. “Did you? Are you sure you want me to try it? What if Mrs. B’s is still better?”

“Why don’t you come over here and say that?” he growled, and she felt a bolt of excitement rush through her at his tone. Her eyes skittered to the backpack by the door, guilt slicing through her chest at what she was planning.

“So, are you coming over?” Leo asked. “I know things are crazy right now, but I figure we’re just sittin’ in our houses on our own. Feels like we should be together.”

Zoe’s heart swelled as Max gave a little yip of excitement and pattered over.

“I think Max just heard your voice,” she said as Leo laughed.

“Well then, now you have to come over.”
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Gus was out when she arrived, and it was good to have the house to themselves. The ranch was so quiet and peaceful it helped to relax her.

If Leo thought it was odd that she was dressed all in black, he didn’t comment, giving her a welcoming kiss as she entered and steering her toward the dining table.

Max and Bailey greeted one another excitedly before collapsing into their beds, and Zoe groaned as she looked at the chunky meatloaf in the center of the table.

“See?” Leo said triumphantly. “I reckon mine already looks better.”

Zoe smiled at him fondly. “You haven’t even seen Mrs. B’s meatloaf, but I’m not arguing. I’m starving.”

“You fed the tornado?” he asked.

“Just some kibble.”

“We gotta get you on a better diet, baby boy,” he called over to Max, and Zoe rolled her eyes. “You told me dry food was fine.”

“Yeah, but I like to spoil him.”

Leo poured some cooked meat into the dog’s bowls and Max and Bailey cantered over to eat it.

“Well, at least they like it,” Zoe said, and Leo frowned at her, coming to sit opposite her as he plated up large slices of the meatloaf. She had to admit, it smelled divine.

“You heard from Judy?” he asked.

“Last night. Her initial hearing is tomorrow. They’ll set bail and we’ll decide what to do.”

“We’ll get her out,” Leo said solemnly.

“Judy heard a rumor that Simmons has the judge’s ear. I wouldn’t put it past him to make the bail bond extortionate, so we definitely can’t get her out.”

“I got money, Zo.”

“Not yet, you don’t. And I’m not using Linmans money to pay to get her out either. I appreciate the offer, but Judy doesn’t want to be a burden to anyone. Our best bet is to get more information on what happened to Joe.”

And that’s exactly what I’m gonna try to do tonight.

Leo poured her a glass of wine and sat back in his chair, giving her a long stare.

“I mean it, Leo. I’m glad the sale went through and they got you out of a bind, but I’m not taking their money.”

A little smile tugged at the corner of his mouth and she frowned at him.

“What?”

“I didn’t sign.”

Zoe stared at him. “Say that again?”

“I didn’t sign the paperwork. The deal’s off.”

Her heart soared as the little smile turned into a grin. Leo’s eyes were dancing with relief and happiness, and she couldn’t hold back a bark of laughter.

“You’re serious?”

“Yep. It was actually Judy who convinced me.”

“Judy?”

“Remember when I said we’d talked about the high road and the low road? Well, she told me to think about how I would feel about the money in five years, ten years’ time. Even now, a few hours after I should have made the deal, you don’t want to touch it, just because it came from them. I don’t want them to own Skywolf, flatten it, and make it into another ugly set of apartments. That’s my business, and I’ll fight for it as long as I can.”

Zoe stared at him. “But what are you going to do without the money?”

“I don’t know yet, but as soon as I made that choice, I felt this overwhelming sense of relief.”

“Why didn’t you call me?”

“You got a lot goin’ on right now. Also, I wanted to tell you in person,” he said, raising his glass to her, but Zoe put hers down. Leo’s brow furrowed as she stood.

Walking around the table, she straddled his lap, and Leo hastily put his wine glass down. His hands came to rest on the small of her back as she looped her arms around his neck.

“You’re amazing, you know that?” she whispered.

“Hmm. I’ve been told before.”

She smiled, pressing a gentle kiss to his lips. “You’re sure this is what you want?”

“Definitely. I’d rather go under than take their dirty money. I believe what you told me about them, that they’re bad news, and I don’t want my future to be tied to them forever.” He squeezed her tightly. “Besides, I didn’t want it to cause problems for us—”

“You know I would never have held that decision against you.”

“But,” he said, leaning into her. “I knew that it wasn’t what you wanted. And I think it’s important to be together on these things. You’re a tenacious know-it-all and you never let things go—which is why I love you.”

Zoe froze, her fingers gripping his shoulders as Leo held her more tightly against him, as if expecting her to run away.

She couldn’t speak, desperate to say it back but too terrified to utter a syllable. His eyes grew soft and dark in the dim light of the room as his fingers smoothed over her back.

“I reckon I might have loved you from the moment you stumbled into my arms by that dead deer.”

She huffed a laugh, her insides fluttering uncontrollably. “You are a liar, Leo Rowden. I drove you nuts those first few weeks.”

“Hmm,” he said, nuzzling at her neck and kissing up to her jaw. “The good kind of nuts.”

He rose, as Zoe yelped, hanging on for dear life as he carried her away from the table and toward his bedroom.

“Leo, what about the meatloaf?” she asked, laughing as he hitched her up against his chest.

“It can wait. I got other things to prove right now.”
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After cold meatloaf and a happy evening spent together on the couch, Zoe lay beside Leo in the dead of night, watching him sleeping soundly beside her.

She wanted to wake him and tell him of her plans, but also knew he would try to talk her out of it, or worse, offer to come with her. And if anyone was going to be caught breaking and entering, it was her.

Leo was a good, kind, loyal man, and she didn’t want to involve him in her scheming.

There was a part of her that wondered if she had lost her mind. Not only had it been ten years since Judy had seen the boxes in the basement, but there had been a major renovation since then. Surely there would be nothing left of any use.

Am I just doing this to get dirt on Linmans? Or am I doing it for Judy?

Rolling gently out of bed, she tiptoed through the room, grabbing her clothes, and pulling on her hoodie as she opened the bedroom door as quietly as possible.

There was the sound of clicking claws and snuffling as Max rose from his bed and came over to her, wagging his tail madly as she greeted him. Zoe gently pushed her fingers beneath his collar and maneuvered him back toward his bed.

Max whined softly as she pushed him gently back into the cushions, whispering for him to “stay” before she tiptoed to the front door and slipped out into the night.

The air was warm outside, but cooler than it had been. The light pollution from the town sent a hazy glow across the sky before her, and she took a moment to inhale deeply before striking out across the drive.

As she pulled her car door silently closed, she cursed at how loud the rental’s engine was as it started up. Her heart leaped into her throat, glancing at the front door and expecting Leo to appear at any moment, but she breathed a sigh of relief as the house stayed dark.

The drive to the home was relatively short, and she parked on a side street just below the trail, satisfied to see it was as dark as she had hoped, and her car was mainly in shadow.

As she walked toward the gates of the home, glancing around the dark streets, she prayed that no one would see her. She had a black scarf around her neck and pulled it up over her face in case any security cameras saw her, but that was all the protection she had thought to bring.

It was Sunday night, a sleepy time of day in any small town, and she could only hope that the security guards weren’t going to be too diligent with a load of elderly residents to watch.

She crept through the gates, keeping her head down and avoiding the two cameras that filmed the access to the main road behind.

Running along the edge of the fence, the looming mountains behind made a sinister backdrop, the occasional light from a car driving up into the hills catching her eye as she ran across the dewy grass.

The home was a sprawling, long, red building, with a large parking lot out front. Her grandmother had hated it on sight, but it was actually fairly beautiful. The gardens were spacious and well-maintained, and as she reached the edge of the lot, she skirted around the side into the shadows and to the rear.

From memory, the terrace doors were glass with white, wooden surrounds rather than plastic. New doors would have posed more of a problem for her lock-picking skills, but it seemed whoever had been in charge of the renovation of the Orchard Grove had liked the old-fashioned touch.

Keeping low to the ground, she tiptoed along the rear line of the building, looking out for anyone moving around inside, but all seemed quiet.

As she reached the door, she held her breath, listening intently for any sound inside.

After a full minute where she hardly moved, she pulled out the lock-picking kit from her pocket. It was an old-fashioned lock, fairly basic in design, and she could only hope there were no bolts drawn back on the other side.

Pushing the tension wrench into the space, she moved it about, finding the give as the pins slid to the side. There was continuous quiet clicking as she tried to find the right angle, and at every sound, she expected a light to go on in the home and for her cover to be blown.

But, eventually, the mechanism slid back, and there was a louder, more insistent click as the lock gave. Pulling on the handle, she sent up a prayer of thanks that there was nothing else preventing her from getting inside and kept herself crouched almost to the floor as she pulled the door open and slipped inside.

The game room, as Zoe thought of it, was where the residents spent their afternoons. It smelled of stale perfume with a lingering odor of food. The doors on the other side of the room were closed, and she moved silently through the tables that were set up until she reached it.

Listening at the keyhole, she could hear voices on the other side but they were muffled and far off. Taking a chance, she compressed the handle, grateful when it didn’t creak, and opened it a crack.

On the far side of the entrance lobby, there was a porter’s space, where the cleaning staff had a break room. Three men were playing cards inside it, laughing quietly together. One of them was wearing a security guard uniform, but was relaxed and leaning back in his chair, clearly between his rounds.

Zoe’s heart was slamming so hard against her rib cage that she could hear every beat as the blood rushed between her ears. Keeping her movements as small and low as possible, she slid through the door, closing it quietly behind her before heading to the staircase.

The rumble of voices remained steady, and she kept her ears wired for the sound of a chair scraping back or a pause in conversation, but they seemed oblivious to her presence.

She glanced up at the ceiling for any cameras, but it seemed that the only one in the entrance hall was over the main door. She could see the bright red light at the back of it, where it hung from the beam in the ceiling.

Reaching the stairs, she searched for the access down to the basement. There was only one door that looked like it might lead downstairs, and it was heavy and thick.

Testing the handle, she managed to pull it open with a soft hiss. She froze, listening for any movement from the guards, but it was still quiet behind her as she stepped onto the top step. As the door closed behind her, it was pitch black, and she rummaged in her backpack for the flashlight.

Making her way down the stairs as quietly and carefully as possible, she shone the flashlight ahead of her, revealing a long corridor that ran along the length of the home with rooms off on either side.

Her heart sank, however, as she made her way along. The rooms were clearly regularly used, one for the storage of the meals that were made for the residents. Another had armchairs covered in plastic wrap waiting to be moved upstairs. One was filled with freezers, and another had old TV sets and equipment inside.

This was not the abandoned space she had hoped for, and the further she got, the more despondent she became.

There was nothing left to do but go upstairs.

She reached the other end of the corridor and came upon a second staircase, faintly illuminated by a large exit sign that glowed above her head.

Maybe I should just cut my losses and get out while I still can.

But her eyes were already moving to the staircase, going back up to the higher levels. This looked like the rear access, not only connected to the ground floor but heading up to the top level, too.

Zoe clicked off the flashlight, heading upward, determined to look as thoroughly as she could for as long as she could.

Reaching the top floor, she pushed the door. It opened.

The smell of dust and stale air hit her the moment she entered, filling her with hope. This floor didn’t seem to be used as often, and there were several rooms with closed doors off to the right.

She stepped forward, going utterly still as a floorboard creaked loudly beneath her. Stepping hastily to the edge of the corridor, she kept her feet as light as possible, edging around the wall to ensure that she made as little sound as she could.

The rooms were mostly empty, and as she shone her flashlight through the glass, it reminded her of classrooms at a high school. Linmans had clearly intended to use the space for something because it was designed in a modern style, as if some of the rooms had been intended for office space. There were desks, and even some computer monitors set up in places.

Her pulse quickened as she made her way along, a tingle of awareness beginning as the hair on the back of her neck stood up. She knew she was on the right track now, something in her gut told her so, and she had learned to trust that gut many years ago.

Moving through the hallway and past the empty rooms, she eventually came to one containing filing cabinets.

She stilled, listening to see if there was any sound from below, before stepping inside and shining her flashlight over them. Several were labeled as ‘accounts’, or ‘finances’. Many of the drawers were smeared with fingerprints, but as she reached the last one, it was completely clean. Two letters on the top caught her eye.

“SF”

Holding her breath, she put the flashlight in her mouth and pulled at the drawers, but they wouldn’t budge.

Zoe could feel the adrenaline begin to pump around her body as she glanced at the door. She knew it would be foolish to force her way into the cabinet. If she had more time, she could try to pick the lock but she had already outstayed her welcome.

Short of being able to pull the entire cabinet down the stairs and out to her car, she decided to get as much as she could as fast as possible. A thud from downstairs made her pause. Were those footsteps?

Pulling a short crowbar from her backpack, she wedged it into the seam between the drawers. Shoving it as far as it would go, she levered it upward, leaning all her weight against the lock. The metal of the cabinet was cheap, and she could feel it begin to give as she pushed with all her strength.

Slowly, the drawer began to move, juddering in place as the lock mechanism started to bend.

Sweating heavily, Zoe gave a final shove, and the lock snapped; the drawer burst open. It made a loud clang as it did so, the crowbar coming out of her hands and toppling to the floor with a clattering echo.

Letting out a curse, Zoe crouched down, retrieved the crowbar, and shoved it back into her bag as she looked into the drawer. It was filled with file folders, but no files. There was nothing in the drawer at all.

Zoe stilled, something catching in the corner of her eye as she suddenly realized her flashlight wasn’t the only light she could see. There was another light coming toward her, unsteady as though held in the hand of a security guard come to search the hallway.

She switched off the light, crouching beside the cabinet, barely breathing.

All this and for nothing. The damn thing is empty.

In a final-ditch attempt, she pulled the bottom drawer of the cabinet open. There was nothing in it either, or so it seemed, until she pushed aside the file folders and saw something glinting at the bottom.

Reaching inside, she pulled out a nondescript packet of pills. The foil on the back glinted, but it was entirely unmarked, no suggestion of the type of pills or even the name of them shown anywhere. Beneath where they had been lying was a folded piece of paper. She snatched it up even as the light from the security guard drew closer.

Pocketing what she had found, she attempted to calculate how far away he was.

The footsteps came closer and closer, and Zoe tried to push herself as far back as possible toward the wall. The light from the flashlight was visible beneath the line of the door, and if he shone it inside, he would see her immediately.

Just as she was considering standing up and sprinting as fast as she could out the door, the footsteps stopped. Clenching her fists and tensing her muscles to be ready to run, Zoe watched the arc of light move away, like car headlights passing by. She let out a breath as the guard turned and went into the room adjacent to her.

There were translucent glass partitions between the offices on the floor, and his shadow expanded menacingly, distorted by the light and looming over her.

This was her only chance. Staying crouched to the floor, she walked crabwise to the door, poking her head out to see whether he was alone. The flashlight was moving around inside, and she could just see the heels of his shoes past the doorframe.

If I run, he’ll hear me.

But she knew if she could get to the stairs and out to the rear exit, she would be able to get back to her car or hide in the shadows if he followed her. If she stayed there, she would definitely be caught. There seemed to be only one security guard; he couldn’t be everywhere at once.

Biting her lip, she waited until the flashlight moved to the other side of the room and then she sprinted at full speed down the corridor, only stopping long enough to push the door open as silently as she could, risking one glance back to the light before the door swung shut behind her.

Breathing heavily, she looked down the long staircase, the darkness closing in as her fingers clenched around the banister. She closed her eyes in despair as she heard the telltale footsteps of someone ascending the stairs toward her. Now she was trapped.

Zoe moved slowly down the stairs, watching the jerky light coming up from the ground floor.

“Tyler?”

She stopped, looking behind her, breathing fast as she waited for the inevitable thundering feet as the other security guard burst through the door.

But instead, the footsteps below her receded, and the guard headed to the first floor to search for his colleague.

Zoe sprinted down the rest of the stairs as fast as she could, the crowbar and stolen pills thudding against her back with every step.

As she reached the ground floor, she wasted no time and burst through the exit, her head down and barely looking where she was headed. She only realized there was someone else in front of her when it was too late to turn back.
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Zoe lurched backward, about to run at full pelt back up the stairs, guards be damned, when a hand gripped her wrist painfully tight, yanking her out the door and into the darkness.

“What the hell are you doin’, Zo?”

All the fight went out of her in an instant as she heard Leo’s voice, and she allowed herself to be dragged away from the building and into the shadows beside the fence.

“Leo!” she breathed, trying to stop her lungs from screaming. “What are you doing here?”

“I followed you, you idiot. Have you completely lost your mind?”

“I—”

“Let’s just get out of here before they see us. For God’s sake.”

His grip on her wrist didn’t lessen until they were about fifty meters along the fence line and back toward the road.

She pulled at his arm as they reached the gates. “We need to go around the right-hand fence post; there are cameras.”

Leo just glowered at her before following behind, as they made their way slowly around the tall iron post, keeping an eye on the CCTV camera that was trained on the road.

Without outward discussion, they both paused as they crossed the threshold, looking back the way they had come. There were now only lights showing on the ground floor, and no flashlights visible in the upper levels.

“Looks like we got lucky,” Leo whispered, taking her hand a little less forcefully than before.

Moving forward through the shadows, Zoe tugged at him again as the moon appeared from behind a cloud and the path before them was palely illuminated from above.

“Where’s your truck?” she asked.

Leo pointed in the direction of her rental, and they kept moving, both breathing hard as they reached it.

“What the hell were you thinkin’?” Leo hissed, seemingly unable to keep his anger contained any longer. His eyes looked black in the moonlight, and his lip was set in a hard, furious line.

“I didn’t want to involve you,” Zoe whispered back.

“Well, shit. You think I wouldn’t be involved when you get caught and arrested?”

“I didn’t get caught.”

He held up his hand in front of her face, an inch of space between his thumb and forefinger. “You were this close. I could hear the guards hollerin’ to one another before you appeared. What were you even doin’ there?”

“I came to see if I could find anything out.”

“About what?”

“Judy told me Joe Simpson had a file at his house. He stole it when they broke into this place?”

Leo rubbed at his temples, closing his eyes as he turned his face to the sky. “Judy has been breakin’ in as well?” Leo whispered back, sounding strangled.

“No. Well yes, but it was years ago. It was a long-shot but I needed to know whether there was anything left here, and I found something, Leo. I found something!”

Leo’s dark eyes moved to the home again and then returned to her with a frown. “Found what exactly?”

“I’ll show you later. Right now, we need to get the hell out of dodge before they come and search the grounds.”

Leo seemed galvanized by that statement and grabbed her hand, tugging her toward his truck.

“Alright, I’m gonna drive back, you follow me and make sure there’s no one on your t—”

He fell suddenly silent, and Zoe collided with him as he stood stock still.

She gasped as she looked ahead of him, her breath hitching in her chest when she saw a dark shadow move out from between Leo’s truck and her car. It was a tall man, his face in shadow, but the shotgun pointed at Leo’s chest was clear enough.

The moonlight glinted off the long barrel as they both froze in place, Leo shoving Zoe behind him.

“Out for a stroll, Zoe?” came a deep rumbling voice. “I thought you had more sense than that.”

Zoe stepped around Leo even as he tried to push her back, and the man came into view as a cloud scudded over the moon again.

“Ray?” she said in amazement as Ray Cameron stepped out into the moonlight, thick hunting jacket over his shoulders despite the heat. The shotgun was now aimed at the floor as he eyed them both with a glittering, dark stare. He was clean-shaven just as he had been the first time she saw him. For a man who lived in the woods twenty-four seven, he sure didn’t look like a hobo.

She glanced at his feet, noting with some satisfaction that he was wearing the boots she had bought him as payment the last time he had helped her.

Ray nodded toward the trees.

“Got somethin’ I think you might want to see,” he said, the glint in his eye looking sinister suddenly, as he turned away from them, walking out into the darkness.

Zoe glanced back at Leo, eyebrows raised.

“No,” he said firmly. “He has a shotgun, I don’t have anything to defend us, and he’s just popped up like a daisy out of nowhere. We have no idea what he wants.”

“He helped me before.”

“People change.”

“I’m going after him, Leo. I don’t think he wants to hurt us. He could have raised the alarm about me breaking in but he didn’t.”

Leo raised his eyes to the sky and ran a hand over his jaw. “I swear to God you are gonna be the death of me, Fontaine. Give me a second.” He walked to his truck, bent down into the back, and pulled out something long and dark, which he attached to his belt.

“What’s that?” she asked.

“My fishing knife. If I have to, I’m gonna throw it at his head.”

“Ray’s on our side, Leo.”

“So you say. He lives in the woods. He’s on his own side.”

She couldn’t argue with that, and they both glanced back toward the home, noting that there didn’t appear to be anyone following them. Zoe squinted at the shadows all around the path, but nothing was moving. It all seemed quiet. Steeling herself, she turned and headed into the woods.

Ray had stopped just inside the tree line, looking as if he’d stepped out of a hunting catalogue.

“Thanks for these,” he said, lifting his foot and waving it at Zoe. “Best boots I ever had.”

“You’re welcome,” Zoe whispered. “What are you doing down here? Aren’t you a little far from your cabin?”

“Sure. But I wander around these parts a lot.” His eyes moved to the home in the distance. “Like to keep an eye on the place in case someone else is stupid enough to break in.”

Zoe stiffened, staring at him in disbelief. “Someone else? Who broke in before?”

Ray was all casual composure now, a smirk spreading over his face when he ran his eye over Leo.

“You alright there, soldier? Looks like you’re preppin’ for a fight.”

“You’re the one with the gun,” Leo said darkly, his shoulders flexing as he took a step forward.

“I ain’t here to hurt you. Like the lady said, I’m on your side.”

“Who else has broken into the home?” Zoe asked again.

“Me,” Ray said, his eyes gleaming, “thought you might have figured it out after I left that envelope in your car.”

Zoe felt Leo go rigid beside her as her insides did a somersault. “You left me the Linmans’ papers?” she asked in astonishment.

“I did.”

“Why?”

“Because, from what I can tell, with all the dawdlin’ you’re doin’ you ain’t ever gonna get the truth without me.”

Zoe’s palms were sweating as she stared at him. “You hate Linmans, too.” It wasn’t a question any longer; the knowledge settled in her mind like a lead weight.

Ray shifted his gun. His stance was still relaxed but it was like looking at a coiled spring; any second, he could have attacked them both, and they had nothing but Leo’s knife to prevent it.

“You can’t live in these woods and not hate Linmans. That laboratory is a disaster waitin’ to happen.”

“What?” Zoe asked. “How?”

“This ain’t what I came to tell you, Zoe. You and I can talk another time, but right now, I got somethin’ else you might want to take care of.”

Leo stepped forward. “Lose the firearm.”

“Not likely,” Ray said placidly. “You follow me and you stay quiet. I ain’t got nothin’ against the two of you, but I ain’t walkin ‘ through them woods without my gun.”

Leo was still bristling as they stared one another down and Zoe laid a hand on his arm. “Leo, we can trust him.”

“Why because he says he’s helping you? I don’t like this,” he muttered. “We need to get the truck and your car out of there right now before they’re seen.”

“If they ain’t followed you yet, they won’t,” Ray said confidently. “Two guards in there are nobodies. I can give you their social security numbers if you want. Paid badly for the crap job they do. Don’t want no hassle, won’t waste no time. Come on.”

He headed into the trees and Zoe looked at Leo. He was staring after Ray with a grim expression, and when he met her eyes, there was worry there as well as anger.

“Linmans have hurt you once already, Zo,” he whispered. “What if he works for them, did you ever think about that? If what you suspect is true, that they’re tied up in Jordan’s death, or they’re the people who attacked you, what’s to stop him from shooting us both where we stand?”

Zoe swallowed, shaking her head. “I know we have no proof, Leo, but if it might help Judy, I have to try. You should go and wait in the truck. Come if you hear anything—”

Leo walked forward, scowling at her. “Fat chance of that. The messes you get me into, Fontaine, I swear to God.”

They both followed Ray through the woods, in a scene heavily reminiscent of a few months before when they had first met him. Ray was quiet, kept himself to himself, and most of the residents of Sapphire either knew nothing about him or thought he was crazy. Zoe couldn’t explain why she trusted him, but she did.

His hulking shape moved through the foliage ahead, the ferns and brambles spiking against her legs as she walked beside Leo, clicking on her flashlight so they could see their way more easily.

“Shut that light off,” Ray hissed, turning to face her. “We don’t want to spook him.”

Zoe and Leo exchanged a glance. “Spook who?” Leo demanded in an urgent hiss, but Ray didn’t reply.

He pointed behind him. “You might want to have a look in there,” he said.

Zoe squinted through the darkness of the woods. It was incredibly black now, with the thick foliage above their heads and the trunks of the trees closing around them, but she could just make out a shape ahead of them in the dark.

They moved forward so that they were level with Ray.

“What is that?” Zoe whispered.

“I pass it a lot, and I ain’t never seen light comin’ out of it before. Thought I’d investigate. Glad I did, now it comes down to it,” Ray murmured.

She and Leo moved through the trees, Ray remaining behind them, and came up to a tiny cabin, which seemed to be no more than a shed.

Zoe looked behind her. The edge of the forest was hard to discern at such a distance, but they must have been over two hundred meters into the woods. She narrowed her eyes, squinting at the edge of her vision on all sides. It would be unlikely that anyone in the home, or passing by on the road, would be able to see anything this far in.

Leo signaled to her to lower her body to the ground, and they crept as quietly as they could toward the single window in the wall of the cabin. The ground was thick with peaty soil underfoot and muffled their approach.

She took one final glance back at Ray, only to find that he had disappeared from view. She stared into the distance, but he seemed to have vanished into thin air.

Turning back to Leo, they slowly rose from their crouched positions to look over the thick window ledge.

The interior of the cabin was small, moldy, and covered with moss. The door was hanging off the hinges on one side, and there was a tiny wind-up lamp on the floor illuminating some food, a bag, and a huddled figure bent over the shimmering light.

His head was down, his thick beard resting against his chest, his eyes closed, his body passed out in sleep. Zoe scanned the floor, noticing the remnants of pills scattered there, and an empty bottle of cheap vodka.

She looked at Leo, his eyes shining with the same excitement she was feeling. She knew exactly who the man was. Finally, the last piece of the puzzle had fallen into place.
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Zoe stood outside the community center the following night, for the second and final sheriff’s debate. The townsfolk had been assembling for the past thirty minutes, and her nerves had been steadily increasing since she had arrived.

There hadn’t been a single individual walking by who hadn’t stared at her. With her sister still in jail and suspected of stealing from half of Sapphire, the looks were not friendly.

Keeping her hands in her pockets, she waited for her grandmother, who had agreed to come in solidarity.

Movement in her periphery made her look to her right, just as Phil appeared around the corner. Zoe stiffened as her gaze collided with her brother, who was soon joined by Arlene walking at a brisk pace behind him.

Zoe had called Arlene to let her know what had happened to Judy, but her mother had said very little. For Arlene, the realization that Judy had effortlessly slipped back into her old habits hadn’t been a big leap to make. It was hard to imagine a time when Arlene wouldn’t think the worst of her youngest daughter.

“I wasn’t sure you would be here,” Arlene said tightly as she came level with her, glaring daggers at an elderly couple who were openly staring at them as they went inside.

“Aren’t you the one who always says it’s better to save face and greet these things head-on?” Zoe asked woodenly.

“Have you heard from Judy?”

“Her hearing was this morning. Bail’s been set at ten grand,” Zoe said softly, and Phil snorted behind Arlene’s back.

“That seems… unreasonably high,” Arlene muttered.

“Yeah, well, Simmons isn’t keen on her being released and making a run for it.”

Arlene rolled her eyes. “Judy’s not stupid. She is trying to rebuild her life; she won’t run from the law.”

“What life?” Phil muttered.

“Keep a civil tongue in your head, please, Philip,” Arlene snapped, and Phil looked comically taken aback by the venom in her voice.

Arlene stalked inside, and suddenly Zoe and Phil were standing opposite one another in relative privacy, forced to face the elephant in the room.

“Is Seth coming tonight?” Zoe asked, and Phil’s eyes narrowed at her.

“How the hell should I know?” he bit out. He stepped around her, his back ramrod straight as he moved to walk inside, but then he stopped, shuddering to a halt, as if having some internal battle with himself.

Phil’s pale gray eyes met hers, and there was something in them she hadn’t seen before. It almost looked like grief. Her brother fidgeted, his hands curling into fists as his jaw clenched.

“Do you think Judy stole all those things?” he murmured.

“Are you really asking me?” she said. “Or have you already made up your mind?”

“You’re the one who lives with her now. You took her in. So, do you believe it or not?”

Zoe waited until he looked at her, and then she shook her head. “Not for a second,” she said firmly, and Phil’s shoulders lowered as he gave a single nod and went into the community center.

Turning back to look at the crowd, Zoe smiled as she saw Lyla bustling toward her with Mrs. B at her side. Both women looked more alike by the day. Her grandmother’s penchant for sequins seemed to have rubbed off on Mrs. B, and they were both wearing matching cardigans.

“Sorry, Zoe,” Lyla said rapidly as she came up beside her. “I lost track of time. Have you heard from Judy?”

“Yes,” Zoe said wearily. “She’s alright. Knows we’re thinking about her.”

“Good. I shall visit tomorrow and bring her some things.”

Zoe smiled, hoping that by tomorrow her sister would be out of the county jail for good.

Don’t get your hopes up, Fontaine.

“She’ll love that,” she said warmly.

“Are you coming in?” Lyla asked.

“Yeah.”

“Where’s Leo?” Mrs. Bornstein said, looking around for him.

“He’ll be along soon,” Zoe murmured, just hoping that what they had planned would go off without a hitch.

As they walked into the community center, the stifling heat was a little more bearable than it had been at the last debate. There were two fans at the back of the room, wobbling back and forth, circulating the heated air around the room.

The absence of the raffle and Barry’s loud, bellowing voice was stark, and Zoe noticed Evelyn sitting alone in the back row. As she watched, Seth approached Evelyn and sat beside her as they began talking quietly together. Zoe glanced at Phil, watching her brother’s gaze fall on Seth and skitter away to the other side of the room.

“Let’s go and sit down,” Lyla said, “I doubt it’ll be long before it begins.”

Zoe nodded to Walker at the back of the room, and the deputy smiled at her. She was without Charlie today and looked infinitely more relaxed. Annalise was next to her, holding her baby in a carrier, while her ex-husband stood beside them. Annalise’s arm was brushing John’s, and they looked more cordial than they had done before.

Zoe ran her eye over the room, watching the mingling crowds with interest.

The bulging curtain over the stage had been drawn back now, and all of the equipment that had been stored there had been removed. Mr. Blakely seemed to have accepted the general feeling at the last debate that it had been disorganized.

Two podiums had been set up, allowing the candidates to have a microphone each this time. He’d even put banners with their names hanging over each stand. It looked far more professional.

Simmons was standing at the edge of the room, giving an oily smile to everyone who passed him, and shaking hands with several of the older men who had made up the front row at the previous debate.

“Smug schmuck,” her grandmother muttered as she took a seat beside her. Arlene and Phil were one row in front, both of them very straight-backed and business-like. “If he becomes sheriff, we’re all in for a rude awakening,” Lyla continued. “He can’t be more than twenty-five and doesn’t have a clue what he’s doing.”

“Age isn’t always a factor, Gamma.”

“What, you’re in favor of that little weasel now?”

“Far from it, but you shouldn’t just judge him on his age. Judge him on his attitude, arrogance, superiority, and short-sightedness.”

Lyla and Mrs. B cackled at that, and Zoe managed a smile, even as her gaze kept flicking back to the entrance of the room and praying that Leo was on schedule.

“Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for coming!”

She turned back toward the stage, as Mr. Blakely stepped up to one of the lecterns.

“I’m excited to see so many of you here for this, our final sheriff’s debate before the vote in a couple of weeks. I’d like to welcome to the stage Acting Sheriff, Deputy Walker, and Deputy Simmons for their opening statements, before the debate itself, and then we will open the floor to questions.”

There was rapturous applause from the front row as Simmons stepped up, waving to the crowd as if he were the King of England.

Walker was calmer today, and to Zoe’s mind, she seemed more prepared. Her shirt was ironed, her uniform pressed, her hair less matted than the last time.

When she stood at the lectern she didn’t look nervous, just filled with quiet determination. Walker sniffed, glancing at Simmons, who was giving a thumbs up to someone in the front row, and smiled. It didn’t reach her eyes. Then her gaze went to Zoe, and she gave her an imperceptible nod and began to speak.

“It’s good to be here again, speaking to you all. I’ve had a lot of time to reflect over the past couple of weeks, and I feel even more privileged to be standing before you as a candidate for sheriff than I did at the first debate. There have been numerous tragic events over the past few weeks. Many of you will have heard about the thefts that have taken place all over Sapphire, not to mention the death of one of our residents just a few nights ago.”

There was murmuring from the crowd, and several among them nodded. A few people glanced back at Zoe, and her chest tightened as Lyla slowly curled her fingers around her hand and gave it a squeeze.

Simmons had his head bowed toward the lectern as though in silent prayer.

“My job,” Walker said loudly. “Is to uphold the law. To reduce crime and to keep the peace. I can understand why many of you feel that we have a long way to go before we feel safe on our streets, but I will spend every day of my term as sheriff ensuring your safety. It is my top priority, it always has been. Not just for those who must face the terrible consequences of crime, but also those who are accused of it.”

Walker’s eyes flickered over the room and came to rest on Zoe again for a fraction of a second.

“It is imperative that we live by the letter of the law. That I make fair decisions as your sheriff, ensuring that there is justice in our legal system, in our processes and procedures.”

A vein was pulsing in Simmon’s temple at her words, and Zoe could feel the crowd’s confusion. Everyone there would be aware of Judy’s arrest, and yet it sounded as if Walker were claiming she had been falsely accused.

“As your sheriff, I am not only here to protect this town and its people but to protect the law and ensure justice for everyone, no matter their past, present, or future. I will not only fight for what is easy, I will fight for what is right. And as your sheriff, you can have faith that every decision I make will be for the good of this town and its people.”

Finally, she looked at Simmons, and something passed between them then that Zoe did not entirely understand. There was something dark in Walker’s gaze, almost like contempt, and Simmons stared her down as if she were utterly insignificant.

Walker stepped back, as he gave a smug little smile, raising his eyebrows at the men in the front row with a little shake of his head.

The trap was set; all Simmons had to do now was walk into it.

“I’d like to thank Deputy Walker for her strong words,” Simmons stated. “I know how hard she has worked for this town. She makes a pretty speech, but I think you’re all tired of those, aren’t you?”

There were some jeers from the crowd now, and Zoe glared at him, waiting for the punchline.

“Are you alright?” Lyla whispered beside her. “You’re stiff as a board.”

“I’m fine,” Zoe muttered, hoping against hope that the signal she was waiting for would come.

“Deputy Walker spoke about fighting for what is right,” Simmons continued. “But I plan to fight for every single one of you.” He pointed his finger at the crowd on each word. “I don’t want to see another family have to manage a break-in or lose everything precious to them while the thief walks free. Process and procedure have their place, but I put it to you that they must go hand in hand with a sense of right and wrong.”

There was a cheer from the crowd, and her grandmother scoffed under her breath. “He talks about ‘pretty speeches’ but what he’s saying doesn’t even make any sense.”

“While my colleague is filling in her forms and wrapping herself in red tape, I will give you action, reform, change!”

And that was when Zoe stood up.

Every eye in the room turned to stare at her, Including those of Deputy Simmons, whose fist was still raised, ready to pound the lectern one final time before his closing statement.

“Zoe, what are you doing?” Lyla hissed, but Zoe ignored her, keeping her gaze fixed on Simmons as her mother spun round in her chair, looking mortified.

“A fine sentiment,” she said, her voice ringing out over the crowd.

Mr. Blakely shot to his feet. “Uh, the floor will be open for questions shortly, Miss Fontaine,” he said, stepping forward, but Simmons raised a hand.

“It’s alright, Mr. Blakely, I am happy to let her speak.”

Zoe looked at the room, at the many angry or expectant faces turned toward her. She certainly wasn’t going to make any friends this way, but she knew she only had a few minutes to make her point.

Blakely looked decidedly unsure as he lowered into his seat again, his eyes darting about the room like a deer being hunted.

“What would you say is the hallmark of a good sheriff?” Zoe asked as Simmons relaxed his stance, the familiar smirk back on his face.

“Decisive action, Miss Fontaine. Being able to make tough decisions when others are unwilling or unable to do so.”

“And you would say that you do that?” she asked. “You make decisions that others aren’t able to, or do you simply pay lip service to the problem and take all the credit while your team does the legwork?”

She could feel the hostility growing around her, the tension in the faces of the other deputies at the edges of the room. Any semblance of a good relationship with the police department was disintegrating before her eyes.

“I work hard for this town, just like all the other deputies do, Miss Fontaine,” Simmons stated. “I’m not sure what you mean by lip service, but if you’re suggesting I talk too much, then I stand guilty as charged.”

Relieved laughter erupted from most of the crowd, but Zoe could now see a few of the townsfolk watching her, ignoring Simmons and looking thoughtful.

“Do you believe in the phrase ‘innocent until proven guilty’?”

“Miss Fontaine—” Blakley began, but Simmons raised his hand again.

“It’s alright Mike, let her speak. I think I know what this is about.”

Several people shouted at Zoe to take a seat, but she stood her ground.

“Because my sister is innocent,” Zoe said as Arlene turned back to the front of the room, sinking lower in her chair.

“Zoe, sit down,” Lyla hissed. Several other members of the crowd loudly agreed with her.

“I’m not sure you have the ear of the room, Miss Fontaine.”

“No,” Zoe replied. “But that’s never stopped me before, Deputy Simmons.”

“Your sister was arrested with stolen goods found on her person,” Simmons said firmly. “I can hardly be held accountable for that.”

“True,” Zoe said. “She did have the stolen goods in her bag, I can’t deny that.” More rumbling from the crowd erupted all around her. “But she isn’t the only suspect.”

Simmons scoffed, looking up at the ceiling as if he were being addressed by a rank amateur.

“Deputy Walker alluded to it in her opening statement, too, a man was murdered in his home and his roommate is in the wind. Correct?”

Simmons scoffed. “Do reporters take on police work these days? I think the lines are getting confused.”

Another titter of laughter. “Joe Simpson,” Zoe continued doggedly. “He was a handyman in the town. Correct?”

Simmons rolled his eyes. “Sure. Yes, he’s a handyman.”

“And he was working at the garage where Justin Bowen’s car was stolen. I saw him there the day after the theft putting up some lights, in fact.”

“I really couldn’t say, Miss Fontaine. I can see where you’re—”

“In fact,” Zoe said, raising her voice as she widened her stance. “He was also the man Mr. Blakely used to help stack all the equipment on the stage a couple of weeks back ahead of the sheriff’s debate. I’m sure you remember that debate, Deputy, where the lock box with hundreds of dollars of cash was stolen.” There was a hush over the room now. “Simpson also installed a new garage door for Peter Kissinger at their home a few days before his wife Agatha was robbed. He also removed the paneling from my offices at The Sapphire Valley Chronicle, where, only a few days later, all the equipment from the staff lockers was stolen. I know you remember that one, Deputy, you came to take a look yourself.”

Simmons scoffed again. “Everyone in this town knows Judy Fontaine is a thief. She was caught red-handed.”

“With stolen goods that only Joe Simpson had the opportunity to steal. He was at the location of every single theft. Can you say the same of Judy? Or have you not yet bothered to investigate that?”

Murmurings were starting all around them now, but Lyla had stopped pulling at her clothes, and even her mother had turned back around and looked uncertain. Arlene’s eyes moved to Simmons, and her lips pressed together more firmly as her fingers gripped the back of her chair.

Zoe could still feel that the room was against her, though; the anger on many faces was palpable. One thing you could guarantee was that an outcast in a small town would always be an outcast.

“My sister is innocent, Deputy Simmons, and I am going to prove it.”

“Joe Simpson is nowhere to be found, Miss Fontaine, and your sister is in jail. You do the math. If you want to chase your theories and follow ghosts in the wind, be my guest.”

“You mean that ghost?” Zoe asked, pointing to the back of the room as Leo walked through the door, pushing a man in front of him. “It turns out he wasn’t all that hard to find, after all, Deputy.” Zoe stated loudly. “Meet Joe Simpson, the real thief, and the man who’s going to clear my sister’s name.”

There was a ringing, overwhelming silence, and then chaos descended.
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A couple of days later, the humidity and heat finally broke, and Zoe sat in her car outside the county jail, waiting for Judy in the thundering rain.

Max was in the back seat, his paws up at the window, panting excitedly, as white clouds of condensation formed on the inside of the glass.

Zoe was scrolling through her phone, a soft smile on her lips as she read through the messages from her family. Arlene had asked her to bring Judy over for coffee the following day, and Lyla had been quick to offer them dinner whenever her sister was feeling refreshed.

She still hadn’t heard from Phil, but it felt as though some of the wounds of the past might be slowly beginning to heal.

Who would have thought that Judy ending up in jail would bring us all closer together?

She sat forward in her seat as the doors ahead of her opened, and she grabbed her umbrella, opening the car door and sprinting through the rain.

Judy was huddled against the heavy bombardment of raindrops and gave a little happy laugh of relief as Zoe covered her with the umbrella, and they ran back to the car. It felt like they were children again, everything that had gone before erased for a blissful moment as they dodged the puddles.

Wrenching open the car doors, they both jumped inside, panting as Zoe shook out the umbrella before slamming the door closed.

Max jumped forward to lick Judy, who gave him a long stroke as he whined excitedly.

“Thanks for coming to get me.”

Her eyes were sunken, and there were deep shadows beneath them, but otherwise she looked in one piece.

Zoe smiled at her, and Judy met her gaze with a relieved grin. “You wanna go get some breakfast? Or do you just want to get home?”

“Breakfast?”

“Yeah. Seth does good pancakes.”

“I could eat.”

They both laughed as Max pushed his head through the back seat for some attention, and Judy stroked his ears as they drove from the county jail back to Sapphire.

Zoe put a country station on in the car, leaving it on low, and Judy settled back in her seat with a heavy sigh. The pouring rain was a pleasant cocoon all around them as they drove along in silence. It was settled and comfortable. Neither of them needed to speak.

The weather had kept most people indoors, and when they arrived at the café, there was no one inside except Seth behind the counter.

As they ascended the steps, Zoe realized she hadn’t spoken to him since she had walked in on him and Phil. As Judy pushed through the door, Seth was watching them warily, and Zoe couldn’t meet his eyes.

Judy pointed to the table in the window, yawning as she went to sit down, Max curling up under her chair. There was a copy of The Chronicle lying on the table and Judy waved it at Zoe with a grin. The front page headline, “THIEF ARRESTED AT SHERIFF’S DEBATE,” was emblazoned across it in bold black letters. She smiled as Judy tucked her feet up beneath her and began to read the article.

Zoe still had some groveling to do to Tripp for the stunt she had pulled at the sheriff’s debate. He had been less than impressed that she hadn’t clued him in on her plans ahead of time.

She headed to the counter, pushing down the anxiety that rose as she looked at Seth. He was watching her, wide-eyed, as if waiting for the hammer to fall.

“Morning,” Zoe said, as brightly as she could.

Seth’s eyes skittered over to Judy. “Hey. She got released already?”

“Yeah. This morning. I thought I’d treat her to the best coffee and pancakes in Sapphire.”

He didn’t reply immediately, pulling a tray of croissants from behind him and setting it down beside the other sweet treats under the glass screen.

Zoe watched as his Adam’s apple bobbed on a swallow, and she cleared her throat. “Listen, I owe you an apology. I shouldn’t have barged in like that, and it’s my fault.” She lowered her voice, glancing back at Judy. “I haven’t told anyone, and I won’t.”

Technically, that wasn’t entirely true, seeing as she had told Leo, but at least he already knew the truth.

Seth blew out a breath, color rushing to his cheeks. It was the most awkward she had ever seen him, and Zoe wished she could do something to undo what had happened.

“Nothing is going on,” Seth said, his voice a low murmur. “I mean, it was a one-off thing, and…” he waved his hand vaguely, his lips pursing, eyes darting all around the room evasively.

Zoe’s heart broke for him. “It’s none of my business, Seth. Seriously. I just wanted to say I’m sorry I didn’t come to talk to you sooner, and it’s as good as forgotten.”

His eyes softened a little, glancing at Judy, who was still curled up in her seat, reading the paper.

“Jailbait gets free pancakes,” he said, with a rueful smile. “Offer today only.”

She snorted. “What a coincidence! I’ll get some avocado toast and Judy’ll have the pancakes, plus two lattes. At least the weather broke, huh?”

Seth nodded. “Yeah, I thought we were gonna be cookin’ in an oven forever.”

The mundane topic seemed to relax him, and he told her he would bring their food over as she turned and headed over to Judy. Whatever was going on with Phil and Seth clearly wasn’t nothing, but she wasn’t going to pry until he was open to talking about it.

She lowered into a seat beside the window. The rain outside was marking up the glass and running in rivulets down the pane, and the town looked sodden but beautiful in the deluge.

Judy’s pale green eyes were bright as she lowered the paper, running her finger along the final line Zoe had written.

“…and now, Joe Simpson’s confession has given closure to many, least of all myself.”

Zoe shrugged. “Bit schmaltzy, huh?”

“It’s almost like you missed me or something. I would have thought you’d be relieved not to have me under your feet for a few days.”

“Oh, I was. Max wasn’t whining and sitting on your bed every morning either. He didn’t miss you at all.”

Max sat up excitedly at the sound of his name and rested his chin on Judy’s knee as she stroked him.

“Did you miss me, buddy? I would have taken you into the jail with me if I could. It would have cheered up a lot of those miserable bitches.”

Judy leaned back in her chair, meeting Zoe’s eyes before her gaze skimmed over the headline again.

“So, they didn’t tell me a lot at my release. Just that I was getting out. Did Joe confess to everything?” she asked. “Even Jordan?”

Zoe shook her head. “No. I called Walker yesterday. She told me he confessed to putting the necklace and the cash in your bag, and the rest of the thefts, but he vehemently denies that he hurt Jordan. Apparently, he had gone out after you left, came back, found him dead, and panicked.”

Judy was nodding sagely as if it were the most natural thing in the world that her ex-lover was a suspect in a murder.

“What I don’t really understand is the history here,” Zoe continued, finally asking the question that had been bouncing around her head for days. “Why would he plant that stuff in your bag? Why do that to you? I thought you guys were… friendly?”

Judy sighed, looking out the window and running a hand through her hair.

“I don’t blame him.” Her voice was quiet and small.

“What? Judy, you could have been looking at up to ten years for grand larceny.”

Her sister nodded, her expression uncharacteristically calm. “I know, but… I did a bad thing to him. I thought we were cool, but clearly, he wasn’t interested in me for anything but a scapegoat. In hindsight, it makes a lot of sense. I just feel stupid for not realizing it before.”

Seth brought over their coffees, placing them gently between them before moving off again. Judy took a sip, groaning at the back of her throat.

“Oh my God, I am so glad I can drink real coffee again.”

She placed the cup down and caught Zoe’s look, wiping a finger over her lip as she shrugged.

“I wrote to Joe from rehab, remember? I sent him a letter apologizing for my behavior, and he wrote back almost immediately. He knew I was coming back to Sapphire, and maybe he planned this all along. I wouldn’t have credited him with that much intelligence if I’m honest, but he was clearly still angry about what happened between us.”

“And what did happen between you? You never said?”

Judy scratched at her arm self-consciously. “I told you Joe was my dealer, but that wasn’t strictly accurate. He became my dealer, but before Joe met me, he only really sold weed. I was already taking pills and trying anything I could get my hands on. It was me who got him into the hard stuff. He never took pills before he met me. Before I offered him some of mine.”

Zoe put down her cup. “Oh.”

“I was stupid, okay? Young and idiotic. I wanted to impress him. He was older and cooler than me. I thought if I showed him I took drugs, he would think I was cool, too. This is all my fault. I think this was to teach me a lesson for abandoning him.”

“I don’t understand.”

Judy tucked her feet more tightly onto the chair as Seth brought over their food. The pile of pancakes steamed gently in front of Judy, but she barely looked at it.

“You told me he stole a Dodge Neon, right?” Judy asked. “That was the same car I had when we were together. It was his car, actually, but I used to borrow it constantly. I stole it when I left town, along with mom’s pearl necklace, and a load of cash we’d saved up together. We were meant to run away, you see. It was this pact we had, he told me he loved me and wanted to save me. I wasn’t interested in that; I just wanted to escape from Mom.”

The rain began to batter the window with more force as Judy stared outward, her eyes looking almost clear in the murky light.

“I never cared about him, Zo. Not at all. I used him to get what I wanted and dropped him like a stone when he was of no more use to me. I would bet that whatever money was in my backpack was exactly the same amount as I took back then. Joe is nothing if not meticulous. Three hundred and fifty-six bucks. That’s what I stole, as well as his grandfather’s old medals that I pawned for barely fifty bucks when I got to Charleston. I reckon that’s what he was trying to get from Barry Finnigan’s place.”

Zoe watched the guilt bloom over Judy’s face. “I think he planned this to get back at me. I was just too stupid to see it. And what do I do when I come back here? Sleep with him because I wanted to get laid. I used him all over again. I deserve jail time for that.”

“Don’t say that, Judy; he was a thief, and he tried to pin it all on you.”

Judy’s brow furrowed. “That’s something I don’t get. You said he stole some camera lenses from your work as well? That had nothing to do with me. I don’t get it. He had a job, why was he stealing other things too?”

“I can answer that one, at least. Walker said he’s in debt. A lot of debt. He owes money to some bad people. Whatever he told you about the drugs was a lie; he’s still using, and she thinks he was taking his own supply and can’t pay them back. He’s been stealing to fund his habit for years. I guess as the nets closed in, he thought he could palm that off on you.”

Judy grimaced. “I ruined his life, Zo. He’s an addict because of me. He’s angry and afraid. I have more sympathy with him than you could possibly understand.”

Zoe fell silent, picking up her knife and fork for want of something else to say, and began to cut up her toast into neat squares.

“Walker confirmed that he was at every one of the crime scenes. He scoped them all out in advance.”

“Kind of clever, really, when you think about it. I wouldn’t have said he had it in him.”

Judy gave a little flick of her head, as if dismissing the thought, and lowered her feet to the floor again, leaning over her plate.

“This looks good.”

“You’re not a bad person, Judy.”

Her sister looked up, blinking at her, eyes wide with astonishment. “You’ve made some mistakes, and you did some stupid stuff ten years ago, but you’re not a bad person,” Zoe insisted. “I’ve never believed that, and I never will.”

Judy’s shoulders slumped as she began to slice up her pancakes, the syrup dripping down over the sides as she popped the first piece into her mouth.

“None of this explains what happened to Jordan,” Judy said eventually, and Zoe’s fingers stilled in the act of cutting up her toast.

“You don’t think Joe would have done that in a fit of rage or anything?” Zoe asked.

“Not a chance. I might have been naïve about the thefts, but Joe definitely isn’t a murderer. No way,” Judy said, shaking her head.

“Maybe the people he pissed off got tired of waiting, and Jordan got caught in the crossfire.”

Judy’s eyes were laser-focused on her, a darkness in them that sent an unpleasant heat through Zoe’s chest. “Do you still have the file I took from him?”

“Yes.”

“Is it hidden?”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

They finished their breakfast together as the clouds rolled in above their heads, the rain pouring down on the window outside, the town gray and silent beneath the rumbling storm.
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Two weeks later, Leo was humming as he headed to the clinic. Tonight was the vote count for the new sheriff, and he was confident that Walker would win. Most of the people he had spoken to had voted for her.

After she had arrested Joe Simpson on the spot, while Simmons stood dumbfounded on the stage, it was a clear sign of who did all the actual police work in the sheriff’s department. He couldn’t imagine anyone having a better endorsement than that.

Tapping the steering wheel, he drove down Jefferson Street, looking forward to a new day at the clinic. Not a lot had changed since he had turned down the Linman deal, but he felt more positive in himself.

The idea of taking their money was still tantalizing, but he knew that it had been the right call. Whatever the clinic faced, he would meet it head-on as he had done all his life.

There was a lot about his work that he loved, and he had been reminded of that over the past few days. He’d saved the life of a dog, diagnosed a cat’s kidney problems, and stopped a seven-year-old boy from crying when he’d saved his hamster from the pipe it had gotten stuck in.

Whatever the world threw at him, he was going to beat it.

Then he turned the corner into his clinic and almost crashed his truck, staring, dumbfounded at the sight before him, barely able to believe his eyes.

The land behind the clinic had been transformed overnight, and there was a double-story construction trailer right behind the building. It was huge, dark blue, and imposing, with the Linman’s logo emblazoned on the side.

Leo’s insides churned as he took in the huge shadow it cast over the clinic. His parking lot was filled with debris and gravel from where they’d brought it in. There was a makeshift staircase that had been placed alongside it, dominating the whole area behind, along with several trucks parked on his land.

Gripping the steering wheel, he drove into his usual parking space and got out. As he did so, he snarled at the figure that sauntered around the side of the clinic.

Porter Quaid was suited and booted with a hard hat on his head, and he waved as if they were meeting up for a drink.

“Morning, Dr. Rowden. We were wondering when you might show.”

Leo hopped out of his truck, fighting the urge to run across the space and punch him in the eye.

“What the hell are you doin’, Quaid?” he thundered, slamming the door of the truck and stalking across the space between them.

“What am I doin’?” Quaid asked, looking confused. “I’m workin’, Dr. Rowden, same as you.”

“Get those things off my land, right now, or so help me I will sue your ass.”

Quaid looked back at the trailers. Several workmen were leaning against them, and they were smirking and laughing together as they watched their exchange. Leo felt about two feet tall.

“Your land, Dr. Rowden? I’m confused.”

“This is my clinic, my land, and my property, you slimy little—” Leo inhaled deeply, trying to calm down before he really did hit the guy.

“Ah, I see the issue,” Quaid said, scratching at his smooth chin. “You think that all of the land around the clinic belongs to you, because of the deed you hold over the building?”

“I don’t believe anything. I know it. This is my property, get your men and your trailers off of it right this second.”

“I would, Dr. Rowden, really I would, but unfortunately, that isn’t actually true.”

Leo hesitated. “Excuse me?”

“Well, see, we didn’t like to say at the time, what with us buying the land, and all, but seeing as you aren’t keen on that deal any longer, we decided to put our prior plans into action. It turns out there’s an easement on this land.”

“What?”

“An easement, Dr. Rowden. It means someone else can use your land when—”

“I know what an easement is, but there ain’t no such thing. Not on this property.”

“Oh, but there is. Runs right through, agreed with the sewage company a decade ago. This area is available to lease, and we were able to commandeer it for the purposes of our buildin’ work. These fellas haven’t had anywhere to do their necessary ablutions, you see. And now they got a bathroom right here to take a dump in whenever they need to.”

Quaid’s voice was like silk, and Leo glanced at the workers behind him, one of them smoking a cigarette and staring right at him as the smoke trailed out of his mouth and into the air.

Leo’s whole body was shaking, he was so angry. The trailers could be seen from the road, and made the clinic look like it was closed or up for demolition.

This was clearly retribution for his decision not to sell. Leo wanted to hit something. He had known Linmans would be irritated, that they might even take action against him, but he had never considered this as a consequence.

Zoe was right about them all along.

“You’ll be hearin’ from my lawyers, Mr. Quaid.”

“Oh, I look forward to it, Dr. Rowden. You have a great day now.”

Quaid turned back toward the trailers as Leo heard the rumble of Nancy’s car behind him. He turned, watching as she got out, her mouth in a round ‘o’ as she stared up at the huge metal staircase above the clinic.

“What in the world?”

Leo pointed into the clinic. “Hey, Nance, would you come inside for a sec? I need to talk to you about what’s been goin’ on.”

She closed her car door, jaw set in a grim line as she nodded, hiking her bag further onto her shoulder and following him inside. Leo glanced up at the hulking mass behind the clinic and Quaid standing with his men, laughing merrily.

Linmans had just made themselves a new enemy, and Leo wasn’t going to take it lying down.
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Cardinals was packed by the time Leo got there. Even the steps outside were lined with people smoking, talking, and hollering at one another. The space inside was heaving, too, as townsfolk strained to reach the bar where drinks were flowing freely.

Leo felt drained of all his energy but was nevertheless glad he’d come out to hear the results of the vote. He had spent most of the day trying to explain to Nancy that she couldn’t actually set the Linman trailers on fire without ending up in jail.

He had expected her to be furious, anticipating she would be just as angry at him as she was at Linmans. But when she discovered the truth—that Leo had turned down their offer in favor of trying to save the practice, she had been amazing.

Nancy Ashwood continued to surprise him on a daily basis. Not only did she think he had done the right thing, but all the worry and fear he had had over her losing her job was erased in a matter of minutes.

“Me and Adrian will be just fine, Leo. I’ve had jobs end before and so has he. You chose integrity over money; that means a lot.”

Having arrived that morning in despair, he left with a smile on his face, and as he stood with Nancy in the doorway of the bar, she squeezed his hand reassuringly.

“You want a drink?”

“It’s okay, Nance, I should be buyin’ you one.”

“Nonsense. I’m gonna get a beer for me and Adrian, and you go find Zoe, and I’ll bring it over. What do you want?”

“Just a diet coke, thanks, Nance. If I start drinkin’ I might not stop, and I got my truck.”

“Alright.” She waved at a man in his late fifties on the opposite side of the bar. Her husband, Adrian, had a handlebar moustache, twinkling eyes, and a wry smile, but he was thinner and frailer than he had been. Leo waved at him, and Adrian tipped his Stetson in response.

Leo glanced around the bar and grinned when he saw Judy and Zoe by the wall with Lyla. They were all sitting together, sharing a few bags of chips.

He made his way through the tables, each one crowded with townsfolk. The sheriff’s count would be taking place at the town hall in Abbotsville, and everyone was waiting for the vote to be announced. It was already late, and there was a palpable sense of tension in the air.

Zoe rose as he came over and was in his arms before he could speak.

“We’ll get them,” she said, leaning back. “We’re gonna get them off your land, Leo.”

He managed a smile. “Thanks, Babe.”

She beamed at him, giving him a quick kiss.

“None of that,” Lyla said irritably. “Put him down, Zoe.”

They all took their seats as Mrs. Bornstein arrived with some drinks. “Nancy said this one’s for you, Leo,” she said, placing a Diet Coke in front of him. Zoe was drinking soda too, in support of Judy’s recovery, and he was grateful that he wasn’t the only one who was staying sober.

“What time did they say the count would be announced?” he asked.

“Not until eleven, they reckon, but it might be sooner. I’ve been refreshing the page, but nothing yet,” Zoe said, staring down at her phone.

The bar was raucous already, and there were several people arguing about who would make a better sheriff between Walker and Simmons.

Thankfully, the imminent vote seemed to have taken any heat off Judy. There were a few people who were still giving her a side eye, but since Zoe’s article about Joe Simpson, the town appeared to have accepted that she wasn’t a thief in their midst.

“I reckon fights are gonna break out when Walker wins, we should probably high tail it out of here as soon as it’s announced,” Zoe muttered.

“What, and miss all the fun?” Judy asked.

Leo chuckled, but frowned at the empty chair beside him, glancing at Zoe as she waved to someone across the room.

“Somebody else joinin’ us?” he asked. Then he turned and saw Seth Bowen moving through the tables.

“I feel bad,” Zoe whispered. “I just want him to know he has friends he can be himself around.” She winced. “Well, I know you’re not really his friend but…”

“It’s a good thing, Zo,” Leo whispered, and he genuinely meant it. He had never had a problem with Seth Bowen; it had all been on the other side, and he felt something loosen in his chest as the other man came to stand over their table.

“Anybody need a drink?” Seth asked, looking awkward and out of place.

“No, we’re good,” Zoe said. “Mrs. B bought you a beer.”

Seth nodded at Mrs. Bornstein in thanks, who raised her glass to him, and he sat down, glancing at Leo uncertainly.

“Rowden.”

“Bowen.”

Seth took a long draw from his beer, and Leo raised his glass, holding it out to him. Seth stared at it, biting his lip as he seemed to size up any hidden meaning in the gesture. Then he blew out a breath, and they chinked their glasses together.

“We heard about the count?” he asked.

“Not yet,” Zoe said. “Should be any time now, though.”

At her words, the door opened, and every eye in the room turned to it as Kissinger walked in. He was huge in the doorway, limed in light from the street outside, and the whole room fell into a hush.

“Just got off the phone with ‘em,” he said, his voice carrying across the quiet space. “Should be announced any second,” he paused, his dark eyes moving solemnly around the room. “Simmons won it by a landslide.”

The whole bar exploded, those who were celebrating cheering and hollering, and those who had voted for Walker grumbling and debating why she hadn’t won.

Leo looked around the table at five gloomy faces. Mrs. B and Lyla looked disappointed, but Judy and Zoe’s expressions were much more concerned as they stared at one another, an uncertain future stretching out ahead of them.

“Huh,” Seth said. “Well, shit.”

Leo couldn’t have put it better himself.
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A few weeks later, Zoe woke to an empty bed. Rolling over, she checked the time and realized she had slept in for the first time in ages.

The smell of bacon was floating through the ranch house, and she smiled as she lay back against the mattress, looking up at the beautiful wooden ceiling above her. She could hear the rumble of voices from the main room and got out of bed, hastily dressing and heading down the short hallway to the kitchen.

Bean was sitting at the counter with Gus as Leo served them bacon rolls, and her heart lifted as Leo looked up and smiled at her.

“Your coffee’s on the side,” he said.

“Thank you.”

“Mornin’ Boss,” Bean said excitedly. “Ready for the big day?”

Zoe laughed, “Sure. Gus, have you even packed?”

Gus shrugged. “I got, like, one box.”

Leo and Zoe exchanged a look as she grabbed her coffee from Bean, who was pretending to steal it, and took a long sip.

“Are your parents coming by your new place today?” she asked Bean.

He nodded. “Just to meet Leo and check he’s not insane or a pervert or anything.”

“Wow. Thanks, Bean,” Leo stated. “Is that your words or theirs?”

“Oh, mine. I think they’re just worried Gus won’t pay the rent.”

“Well, he will,” Leo said. “Because I’m payin’ it to start with.”

Gus narrowed his eyes at him. “Only for the first couple of months, then I’ll have enough if I’m made permanent at the Chronicle.”

“Well, I hear you got someone on the inside who can help with that,” Leo said, putting his arm around Zoe.

“Yeah,” Gus said smoothly. “Bean.”

Leo chuckled as he handed Zoe her bacon roll, and they spent a happy half hour eating their breakfast and chatting about Bean and Gus’s new place.

Their apartment was on the north side of town, where Bean’s parents lived, and he and Gus were beyond excited to have their own space. Leo was quiet, as Zoe had expected. He wanted Gus to spread his wings and live his life, but was also worried about him being so independent so young.

Zoe squeezed his hand as Gus began to move the boxes he’d packed into Bean’s car. It wasn’t quite a single box, but it wasn’t far off.

“Seriously, dude, why did you ask me over to help when you could have just carried these on your bike?” Bean grumbled, but he did help to carry the final one out to the car.

Gus stood back, looking around the ranch with an expression that was hard to read. The skinny, shy, homeless kid was still there on the inside, but he’d filled out with Leo’s cooking, and there was a spark in his eyes that hadn’t been there before.

Leo was very still while Gus took it all in and then held out a hand to him.

“You take care of yourself, you hear? And you need help with anythin’, you call me.”

Gus nodded, shaking his hand awkwardly and dropping it back to his side.

“Will you send me pictures of Rock and Roll? I’m gonna miss them.”

The llamas, ever curious, were standing on the other side of the fence, nostrils flaring as they watched the exchange, and Leo chuckled, nodding.

“Sure. They’ll miss you, too. You know you can come back any time.”

Bailey was sitting obediently at Gus’s feet. Beans’ parents had agreed that the dog could accompany Gus when he moved in, and Judy was going to walk him as part of her new business. It was a neat arrangement, but Zoe privately wondered how far Bailey really wanted to walk. He was older than Max and one of the laziest animals she’d ever met.

“Thanks,” Gus said to Leo stiffly. “For… you know. All the stuff.”

Zoe hid a smile as Leo nodded, and Gus turned around and walked to Bean’s car. Leo followed, as Bean snapped the trunk closed and Gus moved to the passenger side door.

Bean got in, and it looked like Gus was going to follow him when, on impulse, he spun around and threw his arms around Leo’s torso. It was a brief embrace, seconds only, but Zoe froze. To her, it felt like it lasted several years.

Then Gus let him go, got in the car, and they drove away without a word. She put her arm around Leo’s waist as he watched them go, a tear falling down his cheek as he waved to them.

“He’s gonna be okay,” Zoe said.

“I know. It’s sure gonna be weird without him, though. At least I got Max.”

“Hey!”

“Oh yeah, and you.” He smiled down at her, kissing her forehead. They stood together looking out at the ranch. Rock and Roll had grown bored with the show and were now tugging up long clots of grass and chewing them contentedly.

“I wanted to show you somethin’ actually,” Leo said, running his hand down her arm and interlocking their fingers, tugging her gently to follow him.

“Do you have a backup teenager waiting in the wings to move in?” she asked.

“Yeah, tons of ‘em. I’m startin’ a shelter so I don’t need to do any more work around here.”

Zoe laughed as she followed him around the corner to the old barn behind the chicken coop.

Generally speaking, unless Leo had a sick animal he was caring for inside, the barn doors were open to the elements, but today it was closed off.

“I ain’t really sure how this is gonna go down,” he said, looking back at her, his lips quirked in a mischievous smile. “But it might help for now.”

Zoe frowned as he pushed the doors open to reveal something long underneath a thick, dark brown dust sheet. Leo stepped up to it and pulled it off with a flourish, revealing a long, light blue truck underneath. Zoe blinked at it.

“Oh my God, is that the old truck you had in the shed?” she asked in amazement. Leo had told her repeatedly he had been “tinkering” with it to see if it would start, but she could hardly believe her eyes.

The truck was polished to a high shine. There were areas where the paint had faded badly, and the bumpers were old and repurposed, but it was almost unrecognizable from the rusted old lump it had been a few months before. The interior had been completely gutted with new covers over the old leather seats, a new steering wheel and stick shift, and everything was gleaming.

“I figured it was better not to give Justin Bowen any money. You can drive this until it dies. It’s over fifty years old, mind you.”

“Are you serious?” Zoe squeaked, running up to the truck in excitement and sticking her head through the window. “Oh my God, Leo, it’s beautiful!”

“Yeah, I kind of thought it wasn’t your style, and then I decided maybe it’ll bring out the rancher in you.”

“I can’t believe this, it must have taken you hours!”

“Well, my dad taught me how to fix up a car. I don’t know how long the engine’ll run for, and it’s got no air conditioning, and the radio doesn’t work. But it’ll save you a few dollars each month.”

Zoe jumped up and down as Leo laughed at her, and she got in the driver’s seat, testing it out. He got in beside her, showing her some of the modifications he’d made, grinning from ear to ear as she squealed with excitement.

“Jesus, I didn’t know a sound that high-pitched could come out of your mouth.”

She flung her arms around his neck and pulled him against her, hugging him tightly.

“Thank you, it’s the most beautiful thing ever.”

Leo chuckled. “It is a hunk of junk, but it runs, and it should be reliable. Now you can fill it to the brim with crap, just like the rental.”

He put his arm around her shoulder as she leaned against him, and they fell into a companionable silence as Zoe stared through the windshield at the ranch, the dust floating over the ground as the sun bathed the world around them in golden streaks.

Slowly, she looked up at Leo, meeting his gaze as he frowned at her. The feeling came over her all at once. Undeniable.

“I love you,” she said softly, the breeze whisking through the car, stirring his hair as their eyes locked and held.

Leo leaned back, a soft smile spreading over his face.

“Is that right? You talkin’ to me or the truck?”

She slapped him playfully on his arm as he smiled, pulling her up and planting a long kiss on her lips before pulling back.

“I love you, too, Fontaine. You’re such a pain in the ass, but I love you.”

Zoe chuckled, snuggling into his side as they sat together for a long time, looking out at the lands around them with the sound of the birds in the trees and the gentle hum of traffic in the distance.
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Zoe arrived home late, keen to check on Judy and Max.

She’d driven her rental back to her apartment, agreeing to keep the truck at Leo’s for now until she’d dealt with the paperwork and cancelled the agreement.

They had spent a blissful afternoon together driving it around the ranch, Leo telling her about all the modifications and fixes he’d made to it. She felt as if she were walking on clouds as she got out of her car.

Pulling her bag out of the back seat, she brushed the dog hair off the bottom and made her way toward the front door of her apartment building.

Max’s old leash was still in the base of her bag, and she was untangling it from her long key chain as she walked up to the door.

Reaching out blindly, she placed a hand on it just as it was pushed outward from the other side. Gasping, Zoe looked up, stepping back to let a man exit ahead of her.

He wasn’t someone she had seen in the building before. He wore a thick denim jacket, too hot for the weather, with a denim shirt underneath. Zoe smiled at him, moving to the side of the path to let him by, but he stopped just outside the door, blocking her way.

“My apologies, ma’am,” he said with a low Texas drawl. “Didn’t see you there.”

“Oh, don’t worry,” she said, finally pulling the key chain free as she drew it out of her bag.

The man didn’t move, staring at her. He had an unusual face, his eyes protruding a little too far out of their sockets, and a hooked nose that made them look too wide apart in his head. He smiled, and she noticed he was missing one of his canine teeth. It gave his mouth a lopsided shape as if he were constantly smirking.

He rocked onto the balls of his feet, still not moving or speaking. Zoe felt a shiver of unease pass through her as she stepped forward and around him. A strange smell hung in the air as she did so, like a chemical of some kind.

“You been out this evenin’?” he asked.

“Yeah, I just got back.”

“Late at night to be comin’ home, ain’t it,” he murmured. Zoe put her hand on the door, fumbling with the fob. “You oughta be careful. Don’t know who could be about.”

“Yeah. Well, I’d best get back to my apartment, then. Good night.”

“Goodnight, Zoe,” he said, his voice a low drawl.

She stopped, turning back to him as she met his gaze. His eyes were a dark, murky green, like moss on a hillside.

“Have we met?” she asked, her voice cracking on the words, adrenaline beginning to course through her now. There was something deeply unnerving about his stillness, the way he didn’t blink as he stared at her.

He raised an imaginary hat. “Oh, we ain’t been formally introduced, but I know a lot about ya. Not many people in this town don’t, the way you been carryin’ on. You ain’t scared o’ makin’ trouble for yourself are ya?” The same lopsided grin. “I’m sure I’ll be seein’ y’all around. All the best to that cute little sister o’ yours, too.”

He turned and sauntered away up the path. Zoe’s fist clenched on her keys, letting them slide, one by one, in between her fingers.

“Well, if we haven’t been introduced, I’d like to know your name, seeing as you know mine,” she called after him.

He spun on the balls of his feet, continuing to walk backwards as he nodded at her. “Bevan Coleridge, Miss Fontaine. Good to finally meet ya.”

She watched him walk away, debating whether to go inside and ignore the strange exchange, but decided she’d rather be sure he was really gone. She shivered as she walked slowly up the path.

Reaching the road, she looked to the right and left along the sidewalk, but there was no sign of him. Her shoulders relaxed as she put her keychain back in her bag and turned to head back to the apartment, just as a car up the street turned its headlights on.

Zoe watched it approach, her heart thundering in her chest as the dark blue Toyota trundled by. Coleridge was in the driver’s seat, smoking a cigarette. As he passed, the butt of it glowed bright red in the dark, and smoke trailed out the window behind him in a twisting pale spiral.

He flicked it out the window with perfect aim, and it landed inches from where she stood.

The car drove on, the window snapping shut, as he disappeared into the dark. Zoe waited until it was out of sight, then turned and sprinted back up the path and into the apartment. She didn’t stop running until she was inside, and the door was locked.
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Thank you so much for reading LIES IN THE VALLEY and for continuing this journey with Zoe! I can hardly believe we are already four books into this series, but it feels like we are just hitting our stride. Much like the scorching August temperatures in this story, things in Sapphire Valley are really heating up. The momentum is building, the secrets are getting deeper, and the stakes for Zoe and Leo are higher than ever. It is such a thrill to have you with me as this series picks up steam, and I am so grateful you’ve stuck around to see what lies beneath the surface of this town!

That momentum isn’t just happening in the books; it’s happening in our community too. My MYSTERY LOVERS CLUB on Facebook has become such a wonderful gathering place for readers who love digging into these layered mysteries. It is a joy for me to log in and see your reactions to the latest reveals. If you haven’t joined us yet, come on over, the conversation is just getting started, and we’d love to have you!

If you enjoyed this latest story, the biggest compliment you can give is to share that experience, whether by leaving a review online or simply telling a fellow mystery lover about the series. These recommendations are vital for helping a newer series like this keep its momentum. I read and appreciate every single review, and knowing that you are enjoying your time in Sapphire Valley means the world to me!

The next chapter, HUNTED IN THE VALLEY, Zoe is already on high alert. When she discovers the town's pharmacist in a shocking, grisly scene, the apparent suicide quickly unravels into a deep conspiracy. This new case leads her straight into a shadowy pharmaceutical scandal, linking every road back to Linmans’ growing influence. As the danger escalates and more deaths follow, Zoe realizes she is squarely in the crosshairs, and it's only a matter of time before the hunter becomes the hunted.

I can’t wait to share more of Sapphire Valley and these 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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