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Kuwait, 1991—Operation Desert Storm

There was grit in the air and on his tongue. His ears rang with a repeating echo of sound that came in waves of pain through his skull.

Someone was moaning; a horrible, low, desperate sound. After a few seconds, he realized it was him.

Shifting against the earth, he felt the sand beneath his body grinding against his uniform and slowly uncurled his right hand, feeling blood beneath his palm.

The pop of bullets exploded nearby, and his eyes fluttered open. Sand blurred his vision, sticking to his eyelashes, making it almost impossible to see. Everything around him was pitch black, and he waited for his eyes to adjust to the darkness, listening for the sound of the enemy.

The sky was alive with movement, and as he lay on his back, staring upward at the clouds, a dotted blaze of flashing bullets ripped through the night as a jet soared past, sending up rapid tufts of sand and dust in a line.

The earth shuddered against his back, flames rising like a fountain in the distance, and the gentle vibration finally sent signals to his brain that he needed to move.

He shifted his foot, breathing a sigh of relief as he felt it move without protest. His right leg slid down the sand easily, his ankle flexing, the heavy boot helping reassure him that he had a good range of motion.

Then he moved to the left.

Swearing through his teeth, he groaned at the shards of agony that skittered outward from the intense pain. He could feel something sticking deep into the muscle of his thigh. There was a wet, sticky mass against his arm, where he was wedged against the ground.

Rolling fully onto his back, the muscles in his leg screaming in protest, he gritted his teeth against the jarring pain. There was something wrong with his chest, too. It felt like he must have been hit in two places.

As another flash of light illuminated the sky above, he squinted down at his chest to see a four-inch piece of metal sticking out of his ribs.

His head fell back, the pain, now that he knew what was causing it, tripled as he clenched his right hand in a fist.

If I stay here, I’m dead.

Sliding his hand beneath him, he tried to push himself into a sitting position. He was lying on a shallow sand dune, the bank consisting of a gradual downward gradient beneath him… peppered with bullets, barbed wire, and what smelled like gasoline.

With a massive effort, his wrist twisting at a painful angle, he managed to use his knuckles as leverage to pry himself from the earth, his ribs screaming as he felt the sharp metal shift position in his chest.

Closing his eyes and biting his lip, he used all his strength to give a final push, managing to drag himself upright.

The hazy light he had seen below his boots was now a clear picture of wartime chaos. Dark silhouettes of tanks pushed forward in a relentless line, aiming for the Iraqi bunkers in the distance, squatting against the sands.

The fluttering drumbeat of a Chinook helicopter could be heard high above the cloud line, a constant soundtrack to the explosions that popped in the night, the horizon a black and orange mosaic of shadow and flame.

In a sitting position, he had more light to see and was able to ascertain the extent of his injuries—he had lost a lot of blood. He groaned low in his throat, closing his eyes at the continuous throbbing of pain throughout his whole body.

Then he froze as his own moan of pain was answered by another not too far from him. His head snapped up, squinting at the slope below. Wiping the sand from his eyes with the back of his gloved hand, he looked down on a sight that chilled his blood.

There were bodies everywhere, dark lumps visible in the gloom, like the backs of beetles trundling over the pale gray sand, but there was no movement.

Inhaling shallowly to avoid jarring his ribs, he began to count the bodies.

There were seven in his direct line of sight, but others further below him were moving. Several shapes were shifting and crawling through the sand, making their way along the bank. They might have been his men, but it was impossible to tell in the darkness.

His body was aching so badly he thought he might pass out; head pounding painfully as the blood began to roar in his ears.

Another moan, nearby, sounded again. He glanced around, seeing a dark shape about four feet behind him to his right. It was his commanding officer, staring upward at the blackness of the sky—and he looked like he was in a bad way.

Adrenaline rushed through the soldier’s body as he shoved his elbow into the sand and began to haul himself up the dune, keeping his sights on his sergeant. He couldn’t tell if he was breathing, his face and body motionless.

With every slide of his body across the sand, his leg screamed in pain, grit sticking to the blood that had soaked his uniform.

With a final frantic effort, he came level with his sergeant. The other man’s face was covered with ash and mud, and there was a sticky black mass along his temple, illuminated by the distant flash of gunfire. His eyes were wide and lifeless, the fierce determination and gentle humor of the man he had known gone forever.

There was the sharp crackle of a short-wave radio.

Focusing on his training, he pulled himself up to the torso of his commanding officer, feeling blindly over his body until he came upon the light, blocky shape of the radio against his palm.

“Phantom, this is Figaro H1. Sergeant is down. I repeat, Figaro Actual is down. We are under fire, multiple casualties. Request immediate EVAC. Confirm?”

There was more movement below him now. Some of the soldiers had heard his voice and were making their way up to him.

The radio crackled to life. “H1, this is Phantom. Negative on EVAC. Figaro Alpha take point. Return to base by any means. Mission critical. Over.”

Get back. Bring the intel. I’m in command now.

The soldier stared ahead at the darkening sky. Getting back felt impossible. He could barely move, his body failing him, lungs screaming, legs shuddering from shock.

But then another voice came on the line, and this one he recognized better than any other.

He held his breath as the news he had been waiting to hear for the whole of the campaign came through the speaker. His heart soared, every other thought in his head obliterated by elation and a new resolve.

“Get home, soldier,” he muttered to himself.

And he would. Now he had something worth fighting for.
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Present day, Sapphire Valley, West Virginia

Zoe made her way up the trail through the dappled sunlight. There was a little stream running beside her, tumbling down the ridges and rocks to her right, and the sun through the canopy was warm on her skin.

It was a perfect moment: quiet, beautiful, and calm.

Or it would have been, if there hadn’t been someone panting loudly in her ear.

“You know, Max, you’re really not doing enough to justify breathing that loudly,” she muttered as her German Shepherd puppy licked her ear enthusiastically and she grimaced at the wet, sloppy kisses.

“I told you he was old enough to walk,” came a voice from behind her, and she turned to glare at Leo irritably.

“You’re a vet, aren’t you supposed to protect animals? He’s still recovering.”

“Coddlin’ him won’t help. Get him out of the backpack and see if he makes it.”

“See if he makes it?” she asked, scandalized, as Leo chuckled, coming to a stop below her. He had one foot resting on a rock, his muscular frame silhouetted against the valley laid out behind him. He didn’t even look like he was out of breath.

Zoe, on the other hand, was a hot mess, sweating profusely, convinced the trail had tripled in length since the last time they had climbed it. Max wasn’t all that big yet but still carried enough weight to make her feel like the incline was twice as steep as usual.

“Once we get to the lookout point, let him out,” Leo insisted.

She glowered at him—of course he looks effortlessly cool up here, why do I keep asking him to come with me?

She sighed, turning around to gauge how much further they had to go, breathing in the clean mountain air all around them. It was good to be out in nature again. The stunning views reminded her that beauty still existed in the world, even after the ordeal she had been through.

Zoe reminded herself that Stanfield was gone, that he could never hurt her again, but still sometimes, in the dead of night, she would wake up, convinced he was leaning over her again, needle in hand, waiting to strike.

She frowned as Leo came up to them, as if sensing her unease. Max whined pitifully. He was getting more used to Leo as the days went by, but it was an uphill battle to build trust between them.

“It’s okay, buddy, I’m not gonna touch you, I promise,” Leo said, sounding a little sad. He met Zoe’s gaze, his eyes soft. “You alright? You went somewhere else for a minute there.”

Max started to fidget, and Zoe winced as he pulled awkwardly on a muscle in her shoulder.

“What if he hurts himself when I get him out?” Zoe asked, ignoring Leo’s question.

“His leg is pretty much healed, just keep him on the leash. He’ll start to get used to the trails that way, and soon he’ll recognize the sounds and smells of the place. Once he’s grown, he’ll be bounding up these slopes no problem.”

“I’m gonna miss carrying him when he’s fully grown,” she said sarcastically, shifting the straps of the carrier on her shoulders and groaning loudly as Leo laughed at her.

“You’re the one who spent all that money on a ridiculous carrier.”

“Don’t listen to him, sweetie, he’s just jealous,” she said, scratching Max behind his ears as he licked her again, pushing his nose into her hair.

Leo shook his head, a little smile playing over his face as he watched them. It was a look she had seen on him a lot lately, and it did strange things to her insides.

Since the night he had rescued her from that dark cabin in the woods, everything had been charged and intense between them in a way it hadn’t before. Sometimes she thought that he might share some of the confusing feelings swirling around inside her. But then, the next minute, he would be joking around as if they were just friends.

For now, she was content to walk the trails with Leo, curl up under a blanket at his ranch with Max, and tease him until he cooked for her.

Her injuries were fully healed, and she felt refreshed after some gentle recuperation. Life felt idyllic, but she knew it wasn’t real. DC was calling, and she couldn’t ignore it forever, but if she did go back, it brought its own set of complications—for one thing, her tiny apartment didn’t allow pets.

She inhaled deeply, ready for the final push as they continued up the hill. Zoe groaned every few steps to complain about how tired she was, but Leo only tuned into her conversation if she offered him snacks from her bag.

Eventually, the path plateaued, and they came up to a small circle of stone that had been built into the side of the mountain. The spot heralded one of the best views of Sapphire Valley, and even though she had seen it dozens of times, she never grew tired of looking down on the gorgeous fields of blue flowers that gave the valley its name.

“Always worth it,” Leo said as he joined her. Even he was puffing hard as he sat on the stone wall, looking down into the valley.

Zoe lowered Max to the ground as the puppy looked about with interest, panting happily. She slowly unclipped the backpack and lifted him out, securing the leash on his harness so he couldn’t go too far.

His back leg was still not quite right, but Leo insisted it would heal just fine as he grew older.

Zoe watched Max scurry about, laughing as he jumped up, putting his paws on the wall, looking down at the view like a tourist.

“I think he likes being up high,” Zoe said wistfully.

“Better’n bein’ in a cage all his life.”

Leo’s voice got low and dark as he said the words, and his hand moved convulsively outward, as if to pet Max behind his ears but stopped himself just in time. He glanced at her, forcing a smile as he put his hand in his pocket.

“One day he’s gonna warm up to me, I just know it, and then he’ll choose me over you.”

Zoe snorted, sitting down beside him, her thigh resting against the length of the wall so she could keep her eyes on the view. The wind rustled through her chestnut hair, cooling her heated skin. She closed her eyes briefly, listening to the twittering birds in the trees and the whistle of the wind in the canopy.

Pulling a packet of salted almonds out of her bag, she rolled her eyes as both Leo and Max looked at her expectantly. She rummaged around for the dog treats and doled out one for Max, before passing a handful of nuts to Leo, who smiled like a kid and started crunching them happily.

“Have you found an alternative to Mrs. B’s place, yet?” he asked, referring to Zoe’s landlady.

“I haven’t,” she confessed. “But I’ve been looking.”

That was a lie. She hadn’t even started to look at apartments yet, despite knowing she would have to move out soon. Mrs. Bornstein, or “Mrs. B” as they affectionately called her, had been willing to accommodate Max for the short term, but he was causing havoc with her fourteen cats and Zoe knew it was only a matter of time before they would have to move out.

“If you need any help with your search, I’m happy to come house hunting with you. It’s good to have a second pair of eyes at things like that,” Leo said, but his expression was closed off. “I get that you’re not sure what you want to do yet, though.”

Zoe narrowed her eyes at him and laughed.

“You know, if you’d asked me a month ago, I’d have said I’d be running back to DC at full pelt by now,” she said, and Leo glanced at her, his eyebrows raising.

“So why aren’t you?”

Because of you.

“Because my job at The Chronicle is annoyingly chill. Rick lets me do what I want. I used to sleep three hours a night in the city, turn up at the office for fourteen-hour days, and be stressed out of my mind. Here, I don’t have any of that. And now I have Max, and I can’t take a dog back to my apartment…”

Max, as if he was aware she was talking about him, came over to rest his head on her thigh. She huffed at Leo, who gave her a knowing look.

“Yes, I am aware that is my fault, but I couldn’t just leave him. He was so broken and scared, and now look at him. He’s the best thing ever!”

“I’m not disagreeing with you.”

“You’re looking at me like I’m nuts.”

“Zoe, you are nuts for taking Max on. You have no prior experience with dogs, nowhere to live, and in the first week you had him, you tried to feed him cooked chicken bones.”

Leo raised his hand defensively as Zoe balled hers into a fist, threatening to throw a handful of nuts at him.

“Yet, despite all that,” he continued, “he’s found a home with you. I won’t deny that.”

Zoe’s heart swelled at those words, and she smiled. “Thank you, I think we fit together pretty well.”

“Would the DC newsroom let you take him to work like Rick does?”

“Hah!” Zoe exclaimed. “Not a chance. You know, my last big story in the city was a load of armed robberies in Ivy City. I researched that for months. Last week here in Sapphire? I covered a vegetable competition, a flat-earther’s convention, and a dog show… for rabbits. I should be desperate to go back—but I’m not.”

Leo leaned back, throwing the rest of the nuts in his mouth and stretching his arms above his head, giving her a view of the edge of his abs poking out from beneath his shirt.

“Well, I’m not complainin’ that you’re here.”

“Oh good, that’s reassuring,” she remarked as he pulled her to her feet.

“But you can’t be in limbo forever. At some point you gotta pick, or Mrs. B. is gonna murder you in your sleep.”

“Wow, wouldn’t that be a great story?”

“Not if you’re the victim, Zo,” he said, shaking his head at her as they began to make their way down the trail again.

Zoe followed at a slower pace, Max trotting beside her.

Somehow, all the negatives about the town had started to fade away in recent months. But I can’t live in Sapphire Valley. I worked my ass off to make it to the Washington Express—and for what? To give it all up to hike and fish for the rest of my life?

Thinking about raising a deposit and renting an apartment filled her with anxiety. It was way too permanent. But then she would spend more time with Leo and go for walks in the glorious spring sunshine, and she would wonder why she ever considered city life at all.
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Zoe got back in the early evening, the golden rays of the sun illuminating the driveway as she parked her car outside Mrs. Bornstein’s place.

She got out, making sure Max was firmly clipped in and on a very short leash.

Satan, a fluffy black cat, was sitting on the windowsill watching Max with interest. He was officially named “Mr. Nibbles”, but Zoe had nicknamed him Satan as soon as she arrived. He was a beautiful, very affectionate boy, and loved Max, but he was the only one.

The other cats scattered whenever the puppy was anywhere near them, and despite Max clearly wanting to be their friend, none of them seemed to share that sentiment.

The door opened as Zoe approached, and Mrs. Bornstein’s tiny, wiry figure emerged, squinting at the dog with the same exasperated affection she always had.

“I’ve barricaded them in the living room.”

Zoe sighed. “Sorry, Mrs. B, I’m gonna work out a way to get him inside without him causing havoc, I swear.”

“Oh, well, his leg is looking much better, at least,” Mrs. Bornstein said and came over to pet Max gently on his head. She was very much a cat person, but Max found her decidedly non-threatening and rarely shied away from her.

“I was gonna order in tonight if you want? My treat to make up for this big lug,” Zoe said, yanking Max back as he tried to get into the room filled with cats.

Mrs. Bornstein smiled, and then her eyes took on the same worried quality they often did lately.

“I feel terrible that you’re having to move.”

Zoe put up a hand. “We’ve talked about this. It’s alright. This was my decision, and as my mother would say, ‘you have to live by your choices in life.’ I need to get out of your hair anyway. This was never a permanent solution.”

She followed the older woman inside and closed the door, hearing the mewing and constant scratching of the cats in the living room.

“Do you think you’ll rent my room out again?” Zoe asked.

Mrs. Bornstein made a strange noise at the back of her throat that sounded like a growl.

“I could use the money, but no one is going to be as unproblematic as you. Minus this fluffball,” she said affectionately.

Zoe smiled. “It’s true, I am one of the least problematic people I know,” she quipped as Mrs. B waved her off, ambling into the kitchen.

“I’m gonna get Max settled and then I’ll order us something. You pick.”

“Pizza!” came the immediate response, and Zoe grinned.

She made her way into her room, sighing heavily as Max immediately planted himself on the bed, and Satan trotted over to sit beside him. The cat was almost as big as Max, and they had become firm friends.

Zoe placed her bag on the floor as she removed her coat, and laid it on the bed, glancing to her left at the stack of boxes still concealed under the comforter at the side of the room.

Inside one of them was a file that had been placed in her car without her knowledge. A file someone had wanted her to find—to investigate.

But she had been avoiding it all this time.

I don’t want to dive into that world again. It almost got me killed.

Brett Conway—and everything to do with him—needed to stay buried as far as Zoe was concerned. She had risked enough to find out the truth behind his death already.

Still, every day it was getting more difficult not to look inside and find out what they’d wanted her to see.

Not right then, though. She’d had quite enough excitement for one year.
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The next morning Zoe walked into The Chronicle’s office with a tray of coffee in hand, surprised to find a few staff members already sitting at their desks.

After the story on the murderous Deputy Stanfield broke, their little paper received more attention in two weeks than it had in the past four years. As a result, several staff members who had previously worked from home started to come into the office more often. Even small-town journalists didn’t want to miss a big scoop, and the atmosphere of the office was more energized.

There was a receptionist on the desk outside, and Rick had even contracted in a local cleaning firm to tidy and clean the desks once a week. The Chronicle had started out as a convenient but temporary distraction—but Zoe found she was enjoying the quirky qualities of the office more and more.

Zoe headed over to Angela as she wheeled her rolling chair out from under her desk, turning to face her. She was wearing a pale pink sweater today, with her gray hair lying haphazardly across her ample bosom. The sweater had an embroidered image of her dog on it, a beagle named Ollie, who was her whole world—but Zoe knew if she left Max unattended for more than three minutes, Angela would steal him.

“Hey baby boy!” Angela said, leaning down and offering Max her hand to sniff. He gave it a tentative lick and, after a few seconds, crawled forward to nuzzle at her.

“He is just the most beautiful color. Maybe I should start bringing Ollie to work too. Those two’d get along real well.”

“I don’t doubt it,” Zoe said, smiling as Max retreated between her legs again.

“I’m actually takin’ Ollie in to see Leo at the clinic tomorrow,” Angela continued, just as her computer pinged an email alert; a loud, obnoxious sound that drove everyone in the office to distraction.

“Oh,” Zoe said with concern. “Is everything okay?”

“Oh sure!” Angela said brightly. “He’s just getting his anal glands expressed.”

Zoe blinked at her, handing over Angela’s coffee. “His… anal glands? Is that something that happens a lot?”

“Every three months or so, otherwise he starts scrapin’ his butt over my furniture. Smells like garlic.”

Zoe looked down at Max, suddenly very glad he wasn’t a beagle.

“Well... uh, good luck with that, I guess,” she said, unsure quite how to conclude the conversation and rolled away toward the IT guy.

He was crouched over his computer, typing rapidly, his signature beanie pulled down on his head. He had one of every color imaginable, leading to Zoe calling him “Bean” as a joke. But he loved the nickname and now everybody in the office had adopted it.

“Beans for Bean,” she said, handing him his latte. He looked just as dead-eyed as usual, but he did manage a nod. She had yet to see the skinny kid with any other expression than glum sadness.

“Thanks, Zoe,” he said, sniffing it suspiciously. “There’s no sugar in it this time, right?”

“Three pumps of vanilla syrup. I know how you love sweet things.”

He grimaced and narrowed his eyes at her, making her laugh. His desk was utterly immaculate save for half a bagel with avocado oozing out of it and another empty coffee cup.

“How many you up to?” she asked, nodding at his coffee.

“This is number three, and stop judging me, you should worry more about Rick. The guy is practically made of Skittles at this point, I swear I saw him open a packet for breakfast.”

“Most likely,” Zoe replied, squinting at Bean’s computer. It had twenty or so black windows open, with complicated strings of symbols, letters, and brackets scrawled across each one. The guy pretty much ran on caffeine and code.

Finally, she left her chair, and headed over to Rick’s desk, slowing her pace in astonishment at the piles of paperwork and boxes stacked up beside him.

“Uh, morning,” she said, handing him his cappuccino.

“Thanks.”

Rick was distracted. He had more stubble over his jaw than usual and the bags under his eyes were dark and greasy looking.

“You okay, boss?”

His head snapped up as if he’d only just realized who she was.

“Oh, hey, Zo,” he shook his head. “I thought I’d clear out the archive.”

Zoe looked at the boxes behind him. Most of them had ripped labels stuck all over them and some seemed to have collapsed in on themselves. There was a musty smell about them, as if they’d sat in storage for years.

“What’s in them?” she asked.

Rick glanced back at them, a small frown furrowing his brow as he rubbed a hand over his forehead.

“It’s just a load of junk. Dead stories, old research. Kind of feels like now the paper’s doin’ a bit better we need to clear it all out.”

“Why don’t you get Bean to help? You look kind of exhausted.”

Rick shook his head. “Bean looks like he has nothing to do but he’s upgrading our email system, which is a lot more complicated than it sounds. I don’t want to distract him from that. Besides, this is kind of a side project.”

Zoe smirked. “Since when do you do side projects? Or any projects?”

Rick looked at her, his gaze intense and unnerving.

“Since now.”

Then he sat down at his desk, pulled his coffee toward him, and opened a packet of Skittles. There were several empty packets in the trash already.

“Okay, well if you need a hand with it—”

“I don’t.”

Zoe raised her eyebrows. Rick didn’t usually speak in such a brisk manner with her, even when he was hungover to hell. But today he didn’t look hungover, he looked harried, like something was bothering him.

She went back to her chair and wheeled over to her desk, Max trotting happily beside her as he went to settle in the little bed she’d set up for him beneath it.

Rick hadn’t minded if Max came to work with her, as long as he didn’t cause any trouble, and so far, it hadn’t been too bad. There had been one incident with Bean and a chicken sandwich, but generally he was a good dog.

Firing up her computer, she noted the popup that sprang onto her screen explaining that the email system would be down throughout the night. Glancing at Bean, he did look more stressed than usual, and she decided she would grab him another coffee on her lunch if she had time.

Zoe opened her notepad, reading through her shorthand from the day before. She’d been following a series of petty thefts around Sapphire, where a couple of stores and the gas station had been broken into.

It appeared to be a group of teenagers stealing whatever they could get their hands on. The worst part was that the thefts seemed to be an afterthought—it was the damage that they clearly enjoyed. A lot of the store owners couldn’t afford the repairs, and Zoe was hoping an article about it might raise awareness.

She groaned as Max started chewing one of her shoelaces and bent under her desk, pulling him up and into her lap so that he would stop. Her phone started vibrating in her pocket, and as she pulled it out, her heart sank at the sight of her mother’s name.

“If she asks me to help at the office, we’re gonna pretend you’re sick, okay buddy?” she said to Max, and he licked her chin in response as she answered.

“Hey, Mom.”

“We have a problem with your grandmother.”

It was hard for Zoe to ascertain her mother’s tone, but it was halfway between furious and panicked.

“What?” she said stupidly, rolling her eyes as she heard her mother’s put-upon sigh.

“Your grandmother, in her infinite wisdom, has been expelled from Rural Heights and now has no place to live.”

“Expelled? What do you mean?”

“She had been warned about leaving the care home on her own time. I’d already spoken to her about it, but now the head nurse has called me, and he says they can’t care for her anymore. She’s been refusing to take her pills, staying out late by herself. They’ve said she’d be more suited to independent living, but we tried that, and she kept falling.”

Arlene’s voice was strained, and Zoe leaned back in her chair, waiting for the punchline. If her mother was calling her, it meant she wanted something, and Zoe was already dreading what that might be.

“I need you to go and pick her up,” Arlene stated.

She closed her eyes, counting to ten.

“And why would I do that? I haven’t seen Gamma for over a year.”

“That’s not my fault, or my problem, Zoe. Nor is it surprising when you hid yourself away in DC for years and never called.”

Zoe bit her tongue so hard she winced. “Mom, wouldn’t Gamma prefer to see you? I’m at work right now, are you honestly—”

“Oh ‘work’!” Arlene scoffed derisively. “You mean the paper where you can turn up whenever you like and do as you please? I have patients to see, so does Phil. Neither of us can collect her, and the home says they won’t let her stay another night. Apparently, this has been an ongoing saga for a while, and she was on her last warning, but Lyla didn’t tell me that. If I had known, I could have managed it better. It’ll take you a couple of hours to drive there, Zoe. I don’t ask for much.”

“So four hours total out of my day, right?”

“You would be back by this afternoon.”

“Thanks, Mom, I can do math. What happens when she gets here, is she going to stay with you?”

“Good Lord, no, I called Penny and she’s managed to pull some strings. Orchard Grove had a new resident who wasn’t been able to join them—well, they died, to be honest—so there’s an opening. She’ll be staying there.”

“So, you’re just shoving her in another home?”

“I am taking care of my mother, Zoe. I don’t appreciate your tone. Let me know when you can set off. Talk to Rick if you have to, but there’s no alternative, and I don’t trust Lyla to get on the train without jumping ship.”

“Didn’t she have an apartment in Charleston? Can’t she stay there? I’ll pick her up first thing tomorrow.”

“No. I’ve put it on the market. She can’t go back there.”

Zoe stared ahead of her, feeling cold. Her grandmother had loved that apartment. It had been a riotous mess of all the souvenirs from her life.

She remembered the crystals hanging from the ceiling in the porch, casting colored light all over the living room. The whole apartment had been a kaleidoscope of color. Zoe felt a sharp pang of loss. Why is Mom selling the place? It’ll break Gamma’s heart.

“Zoe, are you there? You really don’t need to make this more stressful for me, I really haven’t—”

“Okay, okay! Alright, look, I can leave in a half hour or so. I can get there by noon, maybe back by four? Will the home take her today? Isn’t that a little sudden?”

“You leave that to me, the administrator there is lovely and she’s trying to manage things around it. Just text me when you have her.”

Zoe waited for her mother to thank her, but the line went dead. She took the phone away from her ear and placed it gently down on her desk.

Bean was watching her quizzically, and he raised his eyebrows in query as if checking she was okay. She just shook her head, and he turned back to his monitor.

Lyla Reed.

The truth was, Zoe hadn’t seen her Gamma for a lot longer than a year. She was ashamed at how long it had been. It was one of those things she had kept meaning to do—it was always ‘next summer’ or ‘I’ll call Gamma when I get home,’ and then she would forget.

Now, she realized just how much of Lyla’s life she’d been ignorant of. She remembered a brief text from her mom a couple of years back saying her grandmother had gone into a home. It had barely registered.

I didn’t even call her to see how she was doing.

Zoe couldn’t imagine her grandmother was coping too well with her mother calling the shots. Arlene was the military sergeant to Lyla’s pastel-wearing hippie, and they had butted heads as long as Zoe could remember.

She looked down at Max who stared back at her, his tongue hanging out, one ear flopped over on one side.

“I guess you’re going to Leo’s again, little man, because I am not taking you on a four-hour joy ride so you can pee in my car.”
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“Hey Zoe!” Leo’s grin made her cheeks flush as she tried to stop Max from leaping through the door. “What are you doin’ here?” he asked, opening it wide and watching Max bound inside as Zoe lost the battle, the leash snatched from her hand.

“Sorry, Leo, my mom called, and there’s drama,” she said moodily, following him inside as they both watched Max run over to the bed Leo had set up for him, chewing on his squeaky toy.

“That’s no problem, he’s always welcome here.”

“I know, but I should have called. She got in touch out of the blue. Are you at the clinic this afternoon?”

“Yeah. Fran covered the morning shift; it was a quiet one. I don’t have too many patients this afternoon, though, and he can stay in my office. It’s no biggie.”

“That reminds me, Ange told me Ollie’s coming in to have his anal glands expressed?” she said with a grimace.

Leo gave a dry laugh. “Uh, yeah. That’s very common for beagles. For a lot of dogs, actually. Did you not know that?”

She looked horrified. “Why would I have intimate knowledge of dog’s butts? Will Max need that?” she asked, the thought only just occurring to her.

Leo laughed as he looked at her expression. “Not if he’s healthy. German Shepherds can get issues if their diet isn’t good, but he’ll be fine because you’ll be told what to feed him by me, and I’m an expert.”

“You stick your fingers up a dog’s butt and your arm up a cow. Why did you choose this profession again? Oof!” she exclaimed as Max charged across the room and leaped up at her excitably.

“Yeah, I can’t think. Animals suck,” he said tenderly as Max jumped down again and snuffled around Leo’s feet. It was the closest he ever got to him, but it was progress.

“Thanks for this, Leo. I mean it. I should be back this afternoon, or this evening, depending on traffic.”

Leo frowned at her. “What’s happened with your mom?”

“Oh, well… long story short? I have to go pick up my grandmother.”

“Oh my God, I remember her. Didn’t she come to one of the school plays you were in and gave the principal a talking to?”

“Yeah, that sounds like Gamma.”

“I’m so glad she’s still… uh…” Leo colored, as he snapped his mouth shut abruptly. Zoe laughed.

“Still alive?”

“Sorry, she can’t be more than eighty, right?”

“Yeah. I reckon she’ll outlive us all. I haven’t seen her in years, so it’s going to be pretty awkward. Mom got her a place at Orchard Grove. If they’ll take her in tonight, and the drop-off goes smoothly, I should be back this evening.”

“No problem. We’ll watch the game, and Max can keep me company, right boy?”

Max did his usual little ear flick whenever Leo spoke to him and crouched down, as if to run at him, but changed his mind at the last second.

“Thanks, Leo, I owe you one.”

“No, you don’t,” Leo said firmly. “I told you it’s fine, and I meant it.”

“Alright, alright, well I’m grateful either way. Bye buddy, I’ll see you later, okay?”

After she had extracted herself from a very whiny Max, Zoe got into her car and started the journey up to Charleston, turning on the radio to the local country station and settling back in her seat as the car engine rumbled beneath her.

Halfway through the journey she was cursing her mother, and three quarters of the way she wanted to slash her own tires. The roads were blocked due to an accident, and it took her over an hour to move six miles. She called her mother four times, who didn’t answer, and then almost crashed into a guy on a motorcycle who changed lanes in front of her and flipped her the bird.

All things considered, the fact that she got to Charleston in one piece without killing anyone was fairly miraculous.

Rural Heights was on the outskirts of the city just off the main exit from the highway. It was a long white building set back from a large circular driveway with an American flag flapping in the center. The pointed roof bore the words “Rural Heights” in what Zoe imagined her mother would call ‘friendly’ letters, but the whole place felt soulless.

She stopped in the small parking lot to the right of the building. Turning off the engine, she stared upward at the shining bright walls, feeling oddly nervous.

Zoe had always had a good relationship with her grandmother, even though she hadn’t seen her too often. Things with Arlene had been strained for as long as Zoe could remember, so visits were usually on impulse and unexpected. But when her Gamma had made the trip to Sapphire to see them all, Zoe was in awe of her.

One year, her grandmother had arrived at the house in lace-up leather pants and a black, almost sheer shirt covered in frills, much to her mother’s horror. Judy and Zoe had immediately decided they both wanted to grow up to be just like Lyla, which pissed off their mother even more.

Zoe got out of the car, wondering if she might see her being escorted out of the building in handcuffs—or worse—she wouldn’t put it past her.

The entrance was made up of an immaculate glass doorway with newly painted walls on either side. There wasn’t a scratch or a scuff mark anywhere, everything looked clean and clinical—it was one of the drabbest places she had ever seen.

Gamma must be going nuts in here.

She approached the receptionist who gave her a wide smile, her hair up in a flawless blonde French braid.

“Hi, I’m here to collect Lyla Reed?”

The receptionist’s eyes did a little flicker of recognition before she clicked through some screens on her monitor.

She knows exactly who I’m talking about, which means Gamma has a reputation round here. Good for her.

“Oh yes. Your grandmother is in the visitor’s lounge at the moment. Are you able to take her belongings with you today?”

Zoe hesitated. “Her belongings?”

“Yes. Her room is being used by another resident, and we have a tight turnaround. If not, we can ship it over to her new address.”

“I’ll take what I can, but my car’s pretty small.”

“Oh, that’s alright, it’s only two boxes. I thought you might have come by train.”

She headed into the back and returned a few minutes later with two beaten-up boxes which she placed on the counter. Zoe looked at them impassively, a jolt of deep sadness running through her at the sight. A vibrant, vivid life, reduced to two tiny, miserable boxes.

“That’s it?” she asked, her fingers twitching toward them, wondering what she might find inside.

“That’s it,” the receptionist said, and then came out from behind the desk wheeling a suitcase. “And these are her clothes.”

Then she returned to her computer and didn’t seem interested in any further conversation. Zoe lifted the boxes down, turning around and placing them on a table beside the door. She wheeled the case over to them and then headed down the hallway toward a pristine sign hanging from the ceiling that read “Visitor’s Lounge”.

Pushing through the swinging doors, she came upon a room with a pale green carpet and striped furniture; two beige couches facing one another in the center. The TV was off, and several vases of fake flowers were scattered about the room.

When the receptionist had told her where Lyla was, Zoe had felt a flicker of worry. If she’s in a room filled with other residents, will I even recognize her?

The reality was much worse.

There was only one occupant in the room. A frail, tiny woman, as if she were a diluted version of the gigantic personality Zoe had once known.

Lyla was hunched forward in her chair, her arms folded over her chest. The once fashionable clothing she wore was gone. Instead of colorful pastels and sequins cascading over every inch, she had on a plain skirt and a knitted cardigan that hung from her shoulders, her collar bone clearly visible.

Her grandmother had always been slim, but now she looked like a skeleton. Her eyes sunken in her head, dim and lifeless. Zoe stood in the doorway in shock, trying to get a handle on her emotions.

There was a mirror opposite the door, and Zoe could see her face reflected back at her. She looked nothing short of horrified.

Schooling her features as best she could, she nodded to the attendant seated to Lyla’s left—a thick-set man with neat cornrows and friendly, twinkling eyes.

“Hey Lyla, you got a visitor at last,” he said, with a deep, warm voice that Zoe would have happily had read her a story every night.

Lyla’s head rose and their eyes met across the room. Zoe’s stomach dropped when it looked as if her grandmother didn’t recognize her. But then she stood, rising effortlessly from her chair, no stiffness at all. She might be tiny and thinner than a rake, but she still could move easily enough.

“Hey, Gamma,” Zoe said hesitantly, coming across the space between them. Lyla looked her up and down, and then her arms shot out, dragging Zoe against her and hugging her tightly.

Zoe could feel every bone in Lyla’s ribs as she returned the embrace, keeping her hold as light as possible.

“I thought it would be Arlene. My goodness, Zoe, you’re so thin,” Lyla said as she pushed her away, clinging to her shoulders and giving her an appraising stare.

Zoe raised her eyebrows. “You can talk.”

“I know,” Lyla said with her usual vigor. “They don’t feed me anything I like in this place. It’s criminal.”

Zoe glanced apologetically at the attendant, whose name badge read ‘Marcus’, but he was smiling affectionately at her grandmother.

“You know I’m gonna miss you, Lyla,” he said, holding out his hand, and Lyla shook it warmly.

“Don’t talk nonsense, man. You can’t wait to be rid of me.”

Marcus’s smile faded a little, and he glanced at Zoe. “Would you let us know when she’s home safe? This lady goes missin’ a lot.”

Zoe shook her head. “You been causing these people trouble, Gamma?”

“No more than they deserve,” she muttered and proceeded to walk out of the room without another word. Zoe hastily followed her, amazed at how fast the frail woman could move.

As they emerged from the room into the hallway, Lyla came level with the boxes on the chair. She ran a finger gently across them, as if she was uncertain why they were there.

Zoe noticed the receptionist brandishing some paperwork at her and she went over to review it while Lyla sat down behind her, staring moodily at the wall. It took about ten minutes for Zoe to check everything was accounted for. She could only hope that her mother was taking care of what was needed in Sapphire and Lyla would have a place to sleep.

Mrs. B may be accommodating, but I think she’d draw the line if I brought Lyla home with me.

Turning, she came to stand in front of Lyla, who still sat with her arms crossed over her chest, glowering, angrily at the wall.

“Alright,” Zoe said, folding the form the receptionist had handed her. “Are you ready to go?” she asked.

“Ready?” Lyla scoffed. “Oh sure. Perfect.”

She stood up, grabbed the suitcase, and walked outside as Zoe bent to pick up the boxes, lifting them up and following her as hurriedly as she could.

“Gamma! My car is this way.”

“You’re old enough to drive, are you?” Lyla asked icily, and Zoe lowered the boxes and gave her a glare of her own.

“Are you going to be like this the whole ride back? Because I’ve been really looking forward to seeing you, and I was kind of hoping we could catch up.”

Lyla shrugged and walked in the direction Zoe indicated.

Her rental always looked like it had been hit by a tornado, but she had managed to shove most of her old coffee cups and junk into the trunk before she left.

She placed Lyla’s belongings on the back seat and watched with interest as her grandmother struggled to get in the front.

“You need any help?”

“I can manage,” Lyla said shortly.

Zoe went round to the other side and got in. As she started the car, Lyla glanced at her keychain, which dangled down to Zoe’s knees—an array of rainbows and different key rings she had collected throughout her life.

“Do you still have the one I bought you?” Lyla asked, her voice quiet in the small space.

Zoe ran her fingers along it and down to the very bottom, holding up a little pink troll that her grandmother had bought her for her birthday.

“First one I ever got.”

Lyla’s gaze softened as she gave a little pleased smile.

“Some might say the rest of them, and my subsequent obsession with key rings, is all your fault.”

Lyla sat back in her chair with a smug smile and closed her eyes. “And there was me thinking I didn’t have a legacy.”
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Lyla slept for most of the journey. Zoe kept stealing glances at her, taking in the dryness of her lips and the hollowed-out spaces beneath her cheekbones.

Rural Heights had seemed like a nice enough home, and Lyla had joked about not being given enough food, but even for a reduced diet, it seemed extreme. Her grandmother looked unwell, frail, and tired.

But as they began to get closer to Sapphire Valley, Lyla started to stir. Zoe watched the pastel frontages of the main street come into view. The flower baskets that hung from the streetlights along the road had been filled with an array of bright blue and purple flowers, which made everything look brighter, reminding her of spring.

Lyla sat forward in her chair, going from deep sleep to fully alert in seconds. As they drew up to the lights, she glanced around with interest.

“How long is it since you’ve been back here?” Zoe asked.

Lyla sighed. “Five or six years I think, I never understood why your mother wanted to live in a place like this. What does anyone even do in this town?”

“Mostly they get coffee and eat pastries from what I can tell.”

Lyla reached to the buttons below the display screen and turned up the heat, shivering.

“Your mother better have her heating on,” she said irritably. “Every time I spend any time with that woman it’s freezing. I don’t think she believes in using her thermostat.”

Zoe kept driving, anxiety forming in the pit of her stomach as she glanced at her grandmother.

“Uh… Gamma, you know you’re not staying with Mom, right?”

There was a long, horrible silence and then Lyla turned in her seat to stare at her.

“Am I staying with you?” she asked.

Zoe swallowed. “No. Mom got you a place at the home here in Sapphire. She didn’t tell you?”

Lyla said nothing, moving back to stare out of the window, her hands flexing and clenching in her lap. Guilt rolled through Zoe in waves as she tried to think of something to say.

I am gonna kill my mother.

“I’m really sorry, Gamma. I didn’t know she hadn’t told you.”

“Of course she hasn’t told me. Your mother always was a coward. She thought it would be easier to let you do her dirty work—unwittingly no less. That sounds like her.”

Zoe signaled left toward Orchard Grove and tightened her fingers on the wheel.

“Do you want me to take you to her place instead?”

“No,” Lyla snapped. “What would happen if we went there? You’d all sit around listening to her dictate what needed to be done, and then I’d be shoved in a home anyway. You never could stand up to her, you or your brother. This wouldn’t have happened if Judy were here.”

Zoe looked at Lyla in amazement. It was rare, not to say unheard of, for anyone in her direct family to speak positively about her younger sister. Judy was a screw-up of the first order, an addict, a runaway, and had caused more problems than she had ever solved.

“Judy didn’t stand up to Mom all that much,” she protested, instantly on the defensive.

“Hah! She stuck up for me. She never let Arlene have the last word, that girl had spunk.”

Zoe’s jaw clenched as they approached the home, and the GPS started to flash that they had reached their destination.

“I didn’t know what Mom was planning, Gamma, I swear. I’ll talk to her. Maybe there’s a way we can get you back into your apartment again.”

Lyla shook her head, giving Zoe a pitying look. “She’s selling it, remember?”

“But it isn’t sold yet.”

Lyla shook her head, her eyes narrowing as the Orchard Grove came into view. Even Zoe was surprised by the look of it.

She had previously been aware of a building on the plot between Sapphire and the neighboring town of Whistle Falls. And it had always had a strange secretiveness about it. Several years before, there had also been a fire that had left it derelict.

The high metal gates around the perimeter felt ominous as she drove inside. A sign above the entrance read “Orchard Grove” in metal letters. Zoe had a sinister image of the gates of Auschwitz flash through her mind and she put her foot down to pass under it as quickly as possible.

The home itself was not what she had been expecting either. It was at the end of a very long drive that wound in a pale, beige line through bright green, immaculately cut grass.

The original façade had been kept largely untouched, with dark red brick making up the majority of the walls, and uniform windows carved out at perfect intervals along its length.

The front section, which jutted out in the center, had the feel of a church about it. The lancet window looked like it once had stained glass inside it, but was now plain.

“Am I being taken to Bedlam?” Lyla asked gloomily from beside her, and Zoe couldn’t help but feel sympathy for her.

I wouldn’t want to live here.

It had a strange atmosphere about it, like something hovered around the building that she couldn’t name, something unpleasant and ominous.

As they reached the top of the path, Zoe parked in front of the building, hoping that her mother had weaved her magic and that the staff were expecting Lyla to arrive.

She hesitated, staring at the door, a feeling of helplessness rising inside her. Lyla clearly thought Zoe was utterly passive around her mother and hadn’t even tried to talk her out of her plan to put Lyla in Orchard Grove.

The truth hurts.

Even looking back at her own behavior that day filled Zoe with shame. Arlene had told her to go and collect her grandmother and she had done it without any real protests.

Gamma’s right to be angry with me. She really has been shoved somewhere out of sight.

Zoe got out of the car, going around to open Lyla’s door. Her grandmother gave her a vicious glare as Zoe offered a hand to help her out, which Lyla ignored completely. She heaved herself up, her soft loafers crunching on the gravel beneath their feet.

“Is your mother even here?” Lyla asked.

Zoe felt about four inches tall. “No. I don’t think she is.”

Lyla chewed her lip, looking up at the building like a rabbit trapped in a cage.

“Well we better get this over with, then,” Lyla muttered, walking away from the car and up the steps at speed, as Zoe fumbled the key to lock it and ran after her.

They entered into a wide entrance hall. It had dark wood paneling all over the walls and wood pillars supporting the arched ceiling. A beige carpet ran along the hall and although there were clearly upper levels to the building, it seemed that the nursing home was all on the ground floor.

Zoe preferred it to Rural Heights. It didn’t have the modern, stereotypical layout of all the nursing homes she’d seen in movies. There weren’t shuffling old men and women walking around with rolling walkers or staring dead-eyed at a TV. The entrance was pleasant, well designed, and could easily have been mistaken for a hotel.

“And how much is this going to set me back?” Lyla grumbled.

Zoe looked at her quizzically, and Lyla rolled her eyes. “Don’t assume your mother pays for this. It’s what my social security is for after all, ensuring my family don’t have to worry about me being a burden in later life.”

“You’re not a burden, Gamma,” Zoe said automatically, but it sounded hollow to her own ears. Even when her mother had asked her to collect Lyla it had seemed like an imposition.

Why is it that as someone gets old, they immediately become a nuisance?

“Lyla Reed?”

They both looked up to find a woman approaching them with an iPad in hand and a wide smile on her face. She looked as if she was around forty or so.

She was wearing black jeans and a white t-shirt with a short jacket that wasn’t what Zoe would have expected for a nursing home. It had stripes of pink and white going outward from the center, covered in smiley faces, moons, and unicorns.

Her hair was pale pink, cut in a short bob, and she’d had her nails painted the exact shade of her jacket.

“Yes, I’m Ms. Reed,” Lyla said icily, and Zoe winced at her tone.

“Well, hi there, I’m Kiki Halliday, it’s great to meet you. I’m the administrator at Orchard Grove, so I’m here to make you feel as welcome as possible. Your room is all set up. As soon as you’ve signed in you can go and settle your things. I’ve spoken to your daughter, and everything has been arranged for you.”

“I bet you have,” Lyla murmured, and Zoe watched Kiki for a reaction. Her face fell a little, but it wasn’t an expression of pity. Her fingers squeezed the iPad more tightly and she stepped closer as Lyla eyed her warily.

“I know it’s not where you want to be, your daughter mentioned that you’ve moved from Charleston. Sapphire Valley isn’t exactly the most vibrant place in the world compared to a big city, but I promise we can help you make a home here.”

Lyla’s eyebrows rose and she cleared her throat awkwardly. Kiki had a disarming quality about her, Zoe could imagine that she could put people at ease in moments.

“If you’ll come with me to the front desk, we can get all the paperwork dealt with, so you don’t have to stand all day.”

“I’ve been sitting in the car for two hours, I don’t need to sit,” Lyla mumbled, and Zoe put a hand on her arm, giving her a look.

“It’s not her fault you’re here, Gamma,” she hissed.

“No, it’s your mother’s fault, and I’m not going to make their lives easier just because they might kick me out. I don’t like it here, it smells awful.”

They followed as Kiki led the way to the other side of the entrance hall. The building was a strange mix of the old and the new. There was a Mac computer on the desk, with all the technology imaginable, beneath a wood-paneled ceiling that looked like it dated back to the 1800s.

They sat down in two comfortable dark green chairs and Kiki sat opposite, pulling a second iPad out and scrolling through the screen as she clicked on various buttons.

Lyla kept looking around mournfully, and Zoe gripped her phone inside her pocket, determined to call her mother as soon as she left to find out if there was anything she could do to get her out of here.

“Here we are, Ms. Reed. If you could read through the terms and conditions and sign at the bottom, that’ll be the main bulk of the forms done. Your daughter filled in a lot of them on your behalf.”

Lyla didn’t say a word, just took the iPad and began to read. Zoe wondered how familiar she was with technology. To her knowledge, her grandmother had never owned a cell phone—or maybe I just never bothered to get the number.

“Kiki, could I make a change to my dinner order, or am I too late?”

Zoe glanced behind her at the interruption, to see a very tall man walking up to the desk. Zoe wasn’t sure why, but he reminded her a little of Leo. There was no Cherokee heritage, but he had the same bearing, very upright and tall.

His shoulders were wide and broad, and although he must have been in his late seventies, perhaps his eighties, he was well built and looked like he still worked out fairly regularly.

He had a handsome face, with a smattering of stubble over his jaw and a long, elegant nose with a thick head of wavy white hair that suited him very well.

She was suddenly aware of Lyla staring at the man, and when Zoe glanced at her there was definite interest in her grandmother’s eyes. She sat back a little straighter in her chair as she signed the form Kiki had given her and ran her eyes discreetly over the man’s body.

Zoe hid a smile. Maybe this won’t be quite so awful for her after all.

Kiki was smiling wanly at the man who leaned against the desk, wincing apologetically.

“You always do this to me, Hubert. You know the orders have to be in before two.”

“I know, but I have a hankering for salmon now.”

Kiki gave a loud put-upon sigh and Hubert chuckled, as if this was an old routine.

“Well, seein’ as it’s you,” Kiki said, clicking through the computer screens to a complicated looking spreadsheet, “I’ll change it just this once.”

“Thank you, I appreciate it.”

Hubert leaned back and finally caught Lyla’s eye. Zoe had half expected him to say something horribly cliché or misogynistic, commenting on who the ‘new girl’ was, or something equally trite.

Instead, he put his hand over his heart and gave a bow as if he had walked straight out of a Regency drama.

“Have you just arrived?” he asked. “My name is Hubert Masterson, one of the residents here, ma’am.”

Lyla leaned back in her chair giving him another more obvious once over before she nodded.

“I’m Lyla Reed, this is my granddaughter, Zoe.”

“Nice to meet you,” Hubert said. “I look forward to having you with us, it’s always good to see new faces joining our little family. This is one of the most beautiful settings you could ask for, the mountains look glorious every day, and never the same twice.”

Lyla blinked at him as Hubert bowed again and then winked at Kiki before heading back toward the door he had come through. As it opened, Zoe could see some more of the residents sitting outside in the gardens. The sun was out, and it looked welcoming and friendly.

“Thanks, Ms. Reed, I think that’s everything we need to get settled for now,” Kiki said, pressing a few more buttons on the iPad and placing it back in the drawer.

Lyla waved a hand, clenching her other fist by her side and sighing dramatically.

“You can call me Lyla, Kiki, I’m sorry for being such an ogre about all this.”

“You never need to apologize, Lyla, I know what it’s like moving somewhere new. I only just came to Sapphire myself, but I already love it here. I hope you will, too, especially as you have family here.”

Lyla glanced at Zoe, patting her on the knee.

“My granddaughter puts up with me because she doesn’t have a choice.”

Zoe tilted her head, pretending to consider it. “That’s true,” she said, meeting Kiki’s gaze, “at least you’re getting paid for it.”

There was a brief silence and then Kiki burst out laughing and even Lyla managed a smile.

“Well ain’t that the truth,” Kiki said, still smiling. “If you’re okay to come and have a look at your room, I’ll show you it now. Everything is well signposted, but if you ever lose your way, you can ask the staff. Like Hubert said, we’re all a big family here.”

She rose, and Zoe and Lyla followed after her.

The long hallway was relatively gloomy compared to the bright entrance hall, but the wood along the walls was punctuated with gold lamps that cast a softened glow over everything. It was certainly a relaxing atmosphere—Zoe just hoped that her grandmother didn’t mind the quiet.

They made their way round the corner where the main lounge was situated on the right-hand side. There were several armchairs and tables set up, and Zoe recognized the room she had seen behind Hubert. Large doors opened onto a terrace where a few women sat with blankets over their knees in the garden.

On the left, opposite the lounge, was a long, white room. It was far more clinical than the others, with the words “Nurse’s Station” engraved on the paneled glass. There were several plastic shelves stacked in rows on the clean, white countertops, charts stuck to the cupboards, and no color of any kind.

There was a nurse in the room, standing by the open hatch, counting out pills. She looked as if she was in her twenties with a strikingly pretty face, deep brown eyes, and curly hair that framed her features like a halo.

Zoe gave her a cheerful smile, but it wasn’t returned. In fact, as they passed, the nurse gave her a long stare and snapped the window shut. Zoe felt a gentle shudder run over her skin.

She moved a little closer to her grandmother, wanting to add a sense of comfort, but she knew Lyla wouldn’t welcome it—Zoe couldn’t expect to fix years of silence in half a day. She was going to need to work at this one.
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The following morning, Leo was up early, fixing a busted gate post at the ranch. He was standing in the mud, trying to tug it out of the ground as the sky turned from a dark misty gray to streaks of pink and gold.

He paused in the work, staring outward at the silhouettes of his horses grazing in the nearby field. He wished Max were with him. He loved having that stupid mutt around in the mornings.

Watching the clouds scudding over the multi-colored sky, he looked hopefully up the drive, wondering if Zoe might stop by today. She had taken to dropping in whenever she felt like it, and he looked forward to her visits, enjoying her chaotic company and the mess that Max inevitably made of his house.

He scratched at his arm, the familiar feeling of guilt unfurling inside him as he thought of his ex-girlfriend, Freya. The anniversary of her death had been and gone, but the milestone had felt different with Zoe around. It was uncomfortable to admit that her presence had made it easier—but that was the truth.

Caring about Zoe Fontaine wasn’t difficult. She was an energetic maniac, with the stubbornness of a mule, but beneath all that, she was also the same girl he’d known in high school. Tenacious, driven, and determined. He admired her, even when she did wildly impractical things, like adopting a dog she could barely look after alone.

Leo checked his watch, cursing under his breath. His shift at the clinic would start soon, and then he would need to head to the soup kitchen at the church. He was already running late.

He sped through the rest of his tasks, feeding the chickens as quickly as he could and opening the hatch of the shelter where the geese slept.

“Yeah, good mornin’ to you too, Atsila,” he said reproachfully as the largest, pure white goose he owned came out of her shelter, hissing angrily at him.

He had named her after the Cherokee word for fire. She was the most violent bird he’d ever owned and ruled the others with an iron fist.

“It isn’t like I’ve fed you every day for your whole life!” Leo shouted after her as she flapped her wings, hissing madly and heading to the little pond behind his house.

Leo shook his head, heading back inside to change. As he went through the door, he noticed the coffee cups dotted all over the place and couldn’t help a wry smile. Zoe did not know how to clean up after herself. Every time she visited, he would find plates and cutlery, and mugs out all over every surface. Max was tidier than she was, and he’d chewed half the couch arm off.

Leo clicked the coffee machine on and went to grab a shower, but he was cutting it close. By the time he’d gotten dressed, he was moving between the rooms at a jog.

He poured his coffee into a reusable cup and ran out to his truck. As he started the engine, a familiar thought bloomed at the back of his mind—he could really use some extra help around the ranch these days.

It was becoming more difficult to juggle everything as well as run the clinic full time, and he could do with another pair of hands for the everyday tasks. Maybe I should ask Zoe to stay—having her around would mean Max is here too.

He stared grimly out of the windshield, his gut churning. Well, where the hell did that thought come from?

He headed for the clinic, pushing down the discomfort that rose within him. He was just feeling a bit overwhelmed today, that was all. But as he glanced at the passenger seat, covered in Max’s hair, he couldn’t help the crooked smile that played across his lips.
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The church was bustling with activity as he arrived that afternoon. He’d cleared his schedule for the last couple of hours of the day, and Fran, the nurse at the practice, was dealing with the final few patients.

It had been a rigorous morning, and Leo had had to put a cat to sleep just before he headed out, which had left him with a hollow feeling in his chest. He never liked seeing an animal die, and it was the part of his job that never got any easier.

Kyle Underwood, the pastor of the church, emerged from the main doors, his diamond earring glinting in the sunlight, a soft smile on his face. He seemed to sense Leo’s heightened state, and held back, giving him his space until he approached him, managing a small smile in greeting.

“Kyle,” he said awkwardly, hoping the ever-curious pastor wouldn’t ask him too many questions.

“Hey, Leo,” Kyle said gently. “You doin’ okay?”

“Sure,” he replied, too quickly. “How are the numbers today?”

“Fifteen so far. New kid named Gus showed up. Not sure where he’s come from. You think you could ask around and see if anyone knows if he’s living on the streets? If I do it they’ll just get suspicious.”

Leo frowned, looking into the darkness of the church beyond. “Sure. How old is he?”

“He can’t be eighteen yet, but it’s hard to tell.”

Leo whistled. “Sure, I’ll ask Mateo. He knows everyone.”

Kyle smiled, clapping him on the shoulder as they headed inside.

The church was large, with a wide aisle and well-proportioned pews on either side. About five years before, an extension had been added, and they headed toward the side door together.

The new section was modern, made up of large glass walls that let in plenty of light, and it had a full kitchen inside that was often hired out for events.

Once a month, a volunteer organization called Sparrow Meals came to the church and set up their carts alongside the kitchen. Leo could smell the tempting aroma of the food coming through already. Sparrows was mainly run by older women who wanted to do some good in the community, and they had a wealth of recipes to choose from.

A long metal table had been erected in front of the kitchen counter and three or four gray-haired women were laughing and working together, stirring huge pots of stew as they chatted to those who came in.

Leo looked around, always surprised, and disheartened, by the number of people who needed this service.

Compared to other states, the homelessness rates in West Virginia were very low, but it made up for it in drug abuse. Sapphire Valley had seen an upswing in addicts in recent years, and that had contributed to a higher number of people living on the streets. Nearby towns like Whistle Falls and Abbotsville were feeling the sting of it, too.

What had once been an older group of men was gravitating toward younger teenagers. Many of them were addicts, hunched over their food and muttering together. They appeared like stereotypical no-hopers when looked at from afar, but Leo knew from experience how vibrant and funny this community was.

He had been volunteering with Sparrows for a few years, and the numbers had steadily increased during that time. The month before, there had been fifty attendees at the kitchen, and they’d almost run out of food.

He went behind the counter, nodding to Paulie, the unofficial head chef. She was a tall Appalachian woman with sunken eyes and a contagious smile. Paulie had once been a visitor to Sparrows herself and knew the hardships that a lot of their customers had been through.

Her wiry dark hair fell down her back, clipped away from her face with glittering pins, arthritic hands bent around the spoon, never letting the stiffness of her body slow her down in the kitchen.

She was stirring a pot of Sancocho, a recipe she’d picked up while traveling and had adapted with her own signature flair.

“’Bout time you showed up,” she called over the bubbling stew. “Make yourself useful and start slicin’ some bread, would you? These people gonna starve to death in a minute.”

“Mornin’ Paulie. I barely need to be here anymore, you’re runnin’ everythin’ just fine.”

She responded with her signature laugh, a high-pitched, elongated sound more like a ‘whoop’ than anything else.

“You shut your mouth and get to work, Rowden,” she said, grinning, and he smiled right back. Everybody at the kitchen loved Paulie, her energy lit up the whole room.

Leo looked up as Mateo approached, eyeing the stew hungrily. Mateo had been a resident in Sapphire Valley for too many years to count. They’d tried to get him into housing several times, and he’d even been arrested on a few occasions, but he always told Leo he was happy on the streets.

His salt and pepper hair was more salt these days, and there was a nasty cut on his cheek that hadn’t been there the month before.

Leo stuck out his hand as he always did, and Mateo shook it.

“Hey Teo,” Leo said brightly. “How you doin’, today?”

“Woke up. Saw a dragon fly,” Mateo said without preamble. He had a habit of starting sentences halfway through, as if continuing conversations in his head with whoever would listen.

“Is that right? Where was it?” Leo asked, as the lids of the many pots on the tables were removed and the sweet aroma of Paulie’s cooking filled the room.

“I was under the bridge. Stagnant water, I guess. Thought I’d hallucinated, but there she was, sitting on my bags. She stayed with me all mornin’. I think it was a sign.”

“My dad used to say dragonflies carried messages on the wind.”

“I bet she was givin’ me a message,” Teo said warmly. “Maybe that I needed to spread my wings and fly someplace else. Who knows? Better get some grub in me for the journey, hey?”

His attention had gravitated to the food, and Leo hastily handed him a plate after piling it high with bread. Teo rarely had regular meals, but whatever Leo gave him would get eaten.

“You know Gus?” Leo asked as some of the other customers began to form an orderly queue behind Mateo—he was always first in line, every month.

Teo glanced back at a young boy who’d just emerged from the bathroom looking somewhat refreshed. His clothes were stained and ripped up, but his hair was clean.

“Nah,” Teo said. “Showed up last week, but I don’t know where he’s been sleepin’. Told him about this place—bet he’s holed up in some flop house.”

Leo watched as the boy sat down, his skin pale and clammy, his knee bouncing in a restless rhythm, displaying all the signs of drug withdrawal.

Leo hastily handed Teo his plate and then piled some more into a smaller bowl and handed it over too.

“Give this to him, would you? If he doesn’t want it, you can eat it, but it doesn’t seem like he wants to come over here. Would you offer him some food at least?”

Teo shrugged. “Ain’t always hungry when you’re hurtin’, but I’ll ask him.”

“Thanks, Teo,” Leo said, getting to work on the rest of the line, listening to the happy chatter from the Sparrow workers as they talked with each member of the community. A lot of the ladies had a wonderful technique now—they could learn everything they needed to know about someone’s wellbeing in a couple of sentences.

The line ebbed and flowed for the next hour as the level of food got lower in the pans, and the level of chatter rose in the room.

Leo was immersed in catching up and speaking to those who wanted to talk. He went to sit with one of the groups he knew well, several of whom had dogs living with them on the street. Leo had been giving some of them medication for free, so that the dogs would get the care they needed, and he checked in with them to make sure they were doing okay.

As the session started coming to an end, he was vaguely aware of someone else coming into the room in the background, but didn’t clock her until he was helping Paulie dry the plates.

He turned around as a cloud of sweet-smelling perfume wafted over him and was surprised to see Lucy Symanski standing behind him.

She was wearing a long cardigan made of lots of tiny strands of charcoal wool. Her hair was plaited around her head with crystals sparkling through it and she had enough bangles on her wrists to sink a ship.

She smiled brightly at him.

“Hey Leo!”

“Lucy, what are you doin’ here?” he asked, as Paulie handed him the last plate.

“I came for an introduction to the center. I asked Kyle about helpin’ out and he said he’d show me around today so I can get a feel for it. I had no idea you volunteered here.”

Leo placed the final plate in the stack as Paulie dried her hands, turning to Lucy with a bright smile.

“You want a cup of tea?” she asked, looking between them.

“I’d love one, thanks, Paulie,” Leo said as Lucy nodded.

The kitchen staff was clearing now that those who had come to eat shuffled out, and Leo placed the dish towel on the side and indicated that Lucy should join him at one of the tables.

The other volunteers were clearing around them, but Leo didn’t think they’d mind him taking the weight off for a few minutes.

“So, what do you think? Think you’ll be back next month?” he asked.

“Oh definitely. Been meaning to do something to help out for a while. I crochet a lot of things for the fates and the school, I even got a display of my leprechauns at the library for St. Patrick’s Day, but this feels like it really helps, you know?”

“It’s a great vibe in here, and everyone’s really nice. You’ll fit right in.”

“Is Paulie the one who makes the food? It smells divine.”

“I know. We’re really lucky to have her. She comes up with new recipes all the time and each month it’s better than the last, I swear.”

Lucy smiled as Paulie brought over their tea, giving Leo an approving look as she ran her eyes over Lucy. Leo shifted his weight, unease spreading through him.

“You know,” Lucy said, drawing out the words in a singsong way. “You promised to come by for a reading not so long ago and you never came.”

She pulled her bag from the floor, searching inside it until she found a card and handed it to him.

“Here you go, just in case you forgot my number.”

Lucy called herself a ‘holistic practitioner’ and offered crystal healing, tarot readings, homeopathic remedies, and anything else she could think of. Leo never held much store by such things and had been stoically avoiding getting back to her on the topic.

He laughed, uncertain how to answer that. “Sorry, I did mean to come by.”

“It’s alright, I know it isn’t everyone’s thing. You got your own beliefs too, and I don’t want to muscle in on anything.”

“Oh no, it’s not that—” he said hurriedly.

She chuckled. “I’m kiddin’ Leo, don’t worry.” She peered over the rim of her cup with interest. “Maybe I could just read your tea leaves for free.”

Her gaze rose, resting on him for an uncomfortable amount of time.

“Listen, uh, so someone stood me up for tomorrow night. Would you be free for a drink, at all? I’ve been meaning to ask for a while, but I wasn’t sure if you were open to that stuff yet.”

Her eyes were framed by dark eyeliner, her hair shining in the sun from the windows behind her. Leo was dumbstruck for a second, unsure what to say. His immediate reaction was to refuse, but the next image that flashed into his mind was Zoe. The thought made him stall.

Shouldn’t I be thinkin’ of Freya, not Zoe, when a woman asks me out?

He opened his mouth, trying to find the right words but unsure what it was he wanted to say. Lucy and Zoe were both very different from his ex-girlfriend. Freya had been down to earth, settled, and organized. Both Lucy and Zoe felt chaotic, and in Zoe’s case, alarming.

There was a part of him that wanted to pull away from Zoe completely, but he couldn’t explain why. So much about her felt too intimate, too connected to him. Zoe’s presence felt far more like a betrayal of Freya’s memory than Lucy’s.

Lucy was a fairy, flitting about in his periphery, smiley and unthreatening. Zoe was a perfume, filling his lungs and covering his skin, impossible to escape, until he couldn’t fight the scent any longer.

Lucy batted her long eyelashes, oozing confidence from every pore. She was a beautiful woman, and she knew it, her long legs stretching out as she crossed them, the folds of her dress brushing against Leo’s shins.

“Sure,” he heard himself say. “Why not?”
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Late the following morning, Zoe walked into a crime scene.

She hadn’t planned to, but needed to stop for gas, and as she pulled up, she saw the glass door of the store had been smashed. Frowning, she parked by one of the pumps and headed inside.

Annalise Parker, the owner, stood motionless in the middle of the room, staring around her at the wreckage in disbelief.

The floor was littered with magazines, piles of gum, and vape pods which had been emptied across all of the surfaces. There was an unidentified puddle of yellow liquid in the corner, that was giving off an odor as if it might have come from a human body.

“What the hell happened here?” Zoe asked. It looked like a tornado had ripped through the shop.

Annalise shrugged despairingly as Zoe stepped over shattered pieces of glass.

“People just think they can take what they want these days. I don’t understand the mindset. How can they destroy my livelihood like this?” Her six-month-old baby was in a carrier on her front, her toddler sitting on the counter playing a game on her phone.

“When did it happen?” Zoe asked.

“It must have been some time in the night. When my husband was still around, he would sleep in the apartment above the store and come down first thing. I think it deterred people, but now he’s gone, I can’t keep dragging the kids down here. That apartment is a cesspit and it’s a long way from their school in the mornin’, too.”

“How did they get in?”

“Shouldn’t I be askin’ that question?” came a voice from behind her, and Zoe stiffened as Sheriff Kissinger walked through the door, stepping over the smashed glass, followed by Deputy Walker.

Zoe held back a groan as Kissinger eyed the place, his gaze settling on her as he puffed out his chest, giving her a withering look.

“Thanks for comin’, Sheriff,” Annalise said, walking over and shaking his hand.

“You okay, ma’am?” he asked.

“Yeah, all good. I came in this morning and found it like this. As I was just tellin’ Zoe, I reckon they got in through the back. The locks ain’t that secure no more.”

Kissinger grunted, bouncing on the balls of his feet as he headed out back to have a look at the door. Zoe watched him warily, noting the warning glance he shot her way before he disappeared.

The last time Zoe had seen him had been after one of his deputies had almost killed her. Zoe had naively assumed the sheriff might have had some sympathy for her after the ordeal. Instead, her article exposing the weaknesses in local law enforcement had soured their relationship even further. Whatever bad blood had existed between them had quadrupled overnight, and she didn’t relish having to talk to him again so soon.

Deputy Walker eyed Zoe from beneath the brim of her hat and sauntered over. She was a well-built woman, with a muscular physique, and loomed over them both as she surveyed the scene.

“You writin’ this up?” she asked, as her eyes found Zoe’s.

Zoe hesitated. Walker had been Stanfield’s partner, and they hadn’t spoken since everything had happened.

“I just came to get gas, but there have been a few more of these break-ins elsewhere. I’ve been lookin’ into it.”

Walker nodded, checking behind her in the direction Kissinger had gone.

“I spoke to Poleson,” she said, lowering her voice. “He said he sent you his CCTV footage from the convenience store?”

Zoe glanced at Annalise, her neck heating.

Is this an interrogation?

“Uh, yeah,” she said tentatively. “He offered to send it over. I thought if we could get footage of their faces, it might help to catch them. I would have sent it to you if I’d found anything,” she said hastily.

Walker nodded with a hint of a smile. “I watched it, too. Couldn’t see shit.”

Zoe gave a relieved smile. “Me neither,” she turned to Annalise, “I don’t suppose you have cameras here?”

She nodded. “We got a few Ring cameras in the shop that are connected to my phone, but they rely on the router. Whoever did this unplugged it, which killed all the cameras. I didn’t know it was such a terrible security system until now. It don’t have no backup—I didn’t even think about that.”

“See if you can upgrade to a hardwired security system, ma’am. Better to be safe than sorry, especially if there are kids around. I can recommend some if you want,” the deputy said, looking up at the ceiling and assessing it with a critical eye.

There was a loud grunt as Kissinger came back, his brow furrowed, and Zoe noticed Walker’s stance stiffen as she turned to her boss.

Zoe’s cell began to vibrate, and she waved at Annalise, indicating she was going outside to take the call. As she made her way to the door, however, Kissinger stepped into her path and she was forced to stop.

“Thought you would have left Sapphire by now,” he said. “Don’t you have a big city job you need to get back to?” There was a tangy smell on his breath—the unmistakable scent of alcohol.

Zoe glared at him, but he didn’t move.

“Sheriff?” Walker’s voice floated toward them. “You might want to take a look at this.”

With a snort, he moved aside and went over to speak to the deputy as Zoe left the store as quickly as possible.

“Zoe Fontaine,” she said into the phone, noting the number wasn’t one she had stored.

“Oh, hi, Miss Fontaine, it’s Kiki Halliday from Orchard Grove?”

Zoe stopped in her tracks, knowing already that this wasn’t going to be good news.

“Hi Kiki, what can I do for you?”

“I’m real sorry to trouble you, but it seems your grandmother has left the home. She was seen exiting the building this morning and hasn’t come back yet. You’re listed as her emergency contact, so I wanted to let you know. We are aware, from what your mother has told us, that this isn’t unusual behavior, but we have a duty of care to our residents, and she’s been gone a little while. Do you have any idea where she might be?”

Zoe thought feverishly, wondering if her grandmother might have gone to confront Arlene about her treatment of her. She dismissed the thought almost immediately. Her mother hadn’t even bothered to come and greet her grandmother at the home; Lyla was probably still furious with her.

“I don’t, I’m sorry, but I’ll go and look for her now. Thanks for calling, Kiki. Could you let me know if she turns up?”

“Of course, likewise.”

Zoe hung up and pressed the phone to her forehead, a low-level worry thrumming through her.

It was ridiculous to assume anything bad had happened to her grandmother. She had probably just decided to go for a walk. But a nagging thought at the back of Zoe’s mind reminded her that Lyla was in an unfamiliar town on foot, with no knowledge of her surroundings.

She checked her watch. It was almost midday.

“Shit.”

Pushing her phone into her bag, she got into her car and started driving in a random direction, keeping her eyes on the sidewalks.

Lyla was probably just trying to prove how independent she was as a snub to her mother. There was every chance Zoe would find her sitting in the Sapphire Café sipping a latte.

She dialed her mother as soon as she was on the road, and the call connected almost immediately.

“Zoe,” her mother said briskly. “I’m with a patient.”

“Well, if you’re busy, don’t pick up,” Zoe snapped. “Have you heard from Gamma since she arrived yesterday?”

There was a short pause and then a rustling sound as her mother switched the phone to her other ear.

“No. I haven’t heard from her. Why? Your text said she was settled fine, is that not the case?”

“You know, you could call her, Mom. Then you’d know how she was doing.”

“We’ve talked about this, Zoe, I am up to my eyes—”

“Yeah, yeah. I got it, thanks.”

Zoe hung up, throwing the phone into the passenger seat and driving toward Orchard Grove, chewing on her lip and hoping against hope that Lyla might have already returned.
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After a couple of hours searching the streets around the home and asking several people in town if they had seen her grandmother, Zoe was out of ideas.

As she returned to her car, thinking through where she could look next, Leo called.

“Yeah,” she said, putting him on speaker phone.

“Hey Zo, I was just wondering where you were. Are you still picking Max up? It’s cool if not.”

“Oh my God, I forgot. Sorry. Okay, I’m coming now.”

“It’s not a problem, I ended up having to take him to the clinic, so if you’re in town, just swing by whenever.”

“You’re not at the ranch?”

“No, I had an emergency come in. Max is getting antsy ‘cause he’s been cooped up all afternoon. What’s going on? You sound worried?”

“Lyla walked out of the home this morning. I’ve been looking for her for hours, but I have no idea where she is.”

“Oh my God, okay, come get Max, and I’ll come with you. Maybe we can split up and see if we can find her.”

She blew out a breath, relieved that Leo was coming to the rescue. Zoe was usually calm under pressure—but when it came to a family member going missing, it just reminded her of Judy all over again.

Whenever her younger sister disappeared, Zoe had just expected to find a body. With Lyla, she didn’t know her grandmother well enough to know where to look, and that was another painful truth.

I barely know anything about her. She might as well be a stranger.

A few minutes later, she pulled into the Skywolf Animal Clinic parking lot to find Leo outside, standing with his jacket on and Max on a leash beside him. Zoe pulled up, getting out of the car as Max bounded over to her, jumping at her legs enthusiastically.

Picking up his furry body with a grunt of effort—he was getting heavier—she felt instantly calmer.

“Any news?” Leo asked. “I have my truck; I can drive around and help look for her. Do you have any idea where she could be?”

Zoe shook her head, feeling like a failure. She wished she had called in that morning to check on Lyla and ensure her Gamma had at least slept okay. But she’d been heading to work, and like always, other things took priority.

“This isn’t your fault, Zoe,” Leo said, as if reading her thoughts.

“Like hell it isn’t,” she spat, and lowered her voice immediately when Max whined fearfully in her arms. “If I had stopped by this morning, I could have checked she was doing okay. She’s turned up here, unaware my mom was even putting her in that home, and I drop her off and just leave her there!”

“Hey, hey, this isn’t just your responsibility,” Leo said firmly. “Lyla is Arlene’s mom, and she didn’t visit either. This can’t be all on you, Zo.”

“But some of it is. I should have thought to call her. But I haven’t. For years, Leo. I’ve just let her rot in that place, you should see her. She’s skin and bone.”

Leo stepped forward, putting his hands on her shoulders, steadying her as Max went very still in her arms.

“Listen to me, if she’s as pissed as you say about Arlene sending her there, then this could just be her making a point. What might she do to anger your mom? Would she go to her house or somethin’?”

Zoe blew out a breath. “I thought of that. But no. My mom thinks she’s incapable and has been going on about how Lyla can’t look after herself. Gamma would want to do something to prove her independence…”

Zoe trailed off as an idea occurred to her. Leo’s hands fell away as she turned on the spot and stared in the direction of Orchard Grove; the tall rise of the mountains behind it, and the dark trees dotted across the incline.

“Isn’t there a trail up that way? You said there was a waterfall or something?”

“Used to be, but the source petered out a few years back. It’s just a stream now. You think she might have gone up the ridge?”

Zoe resettled Max, who was trying to wriggle out of her arms. “It’s just the type of thing she would do. What proves her independence better than climbing a mountain? I mean, she could break her neck, but she’d see that as a win.”

Max could sense her agitation and Zoe stroked between his ears guiltily.

“Sorry, Maxie, I’m just stressed,” she muttered.

“Let’s go.” Leo said quickly. “If she went up onto the trail she can’t have gotten that far. It’s a tough one; likelihood is she gave up and went back. If not, I’m sure she’ll make her way back on her own.”

Zoe nodded, putting Max into the car and fastening his harness to the hook she’d installed on the backseat before they both got in the front and headed off.

It didn’t take more than ten minutes to reach the road alongside the home and as she looked behind the edge of the fence line she could see a narrow path leading up and away into the trees. The slope didn’t look that steep, but Zoe could see rocks jutting out further up as it climbed slowly up the mountain.

“Have you walked this one before?” she asked, as she tugged on her boots. Leo nodded.

“Uh, just once with Morgan Jones. You remember my high school girlfriend?”

“Uh-huh,” Zoe said irritably. “Of course I remember her, she was a bully.”

Leo shot her a look, but didn’t disagree. Morgan Jones had been the quintessential popular rich girl at their high school. Six feet tall, glorious long brown hair, perfect figure, and mean as hell.

“We didn’t date that long.”

“That’s a good thing, Leo. She was Regina George on steroids.”

He snorted as Zoe got Max out of the back, and they headed toward the trail.

“I don’t have his backpack, you think he’ll be okay?” she asked, looking down at Max’s little body. His floppy ears made him look even younger and more endearing than usual.

“Sure. He’s a strong boy.”

“Maybe I should leave him in the car,” she said, stopping and looking back at the rental.

Leo gave her a crooked smile. “He’ll be fine, Zo. You handle him with kid gloves too much.”

As they climbed up the gentle incline toward the higher rocks in the distance, Zoe got a strong feeling that they were on the right track. It was beautiful beneath the trees, the mulch beneath their feet softening their footsteps, as the sunlight danced in patterns across their clothing through the canopy.

She could hear the distant sound of water over rocks and as they began to climb, Max took each step in his stride, loving the chance for vigorous exercise.

Despite her worry, Zoe couldn’t help but marvel at how coordinated he was, and she glanced back at Leo who looked just as proud as she felt.

“His leg’s so much better,” she said softly, panting as they made it up to a ridge of rocks ahead of them.

“That’s because you’ve looked after him so well,” Leo replied, and she felt her cheeks heat as they came toward a dense patch of trees and a sign that indicated where the trail headed.

They climbed for another few minutes before Zoe made a little exclamation of joy when she saw someone sitting on a fallen tree ahead of them. Lyla hadn’t made it all that far, but was in one piece, her arms folded over her chest and glaring at them furiously.

“She looks pissed,” Leo muttered.

“Yeah,” Zoe replied, “that’s kind of her MO at the moment.”

She sped up, heading toward her eagerly as Max strained at the leash, as if he wanted to meet her too. Usually he was terrified of anyone he didn’t know, but Lyla must not have looked like a threat to him as he bounded over to her happily and tried to jump up.

Lyla was momentarily broken out of her fury as she stared at the dog in bewilderment.

“Who is this?” she asked, giving Max a stroke. It was the quickest Zoe had ever seen the puppy allow someone to touch him.

“This is Max, my dog,” she said, catching her breath from the steep climb. “You had me worried, Gamma. I thought something bad might have happened to you.”

“Your mother would love that, I’m sure.”

Zoe sighed, handing the leash to Leo and going to sit beside her wearily.

“I should have called to check on you this morning. I didn’t, and I’m sorry.”

Lyla sniffed primly, but her shoulders relaxed a fraction as she glanced at Zoe critically.

“I know you and Mom aren’t getting along at the moment,” Zoe continued, “and I haven’t been in touch as much as I should have recently, but I don’t want anything to happen to you. You have to live for another twenty years, okay?”

Lyla straightened out her skirt, her fingers fluttering over the fabric uncertainly. Zoe looked down at it, noting the pale color and impractical shape for walking. Lyla was just wearing thin pumps on her feet, too, that didn’t even have laces.

“Did you plan to come this way?” Zoe asked.

“Not entirely. I wanted to see the views, Hubert was saying there are some beautiful spots up here, but I tried a few of the trails and they’re all too steep for me. It was too much for me today.”

Zoe glanced at Leo. “Leo and I go out hiking a lot. You’d be welcome to come with us.”

Lyla finally seemed to register Leo’s presence, running her eye over him appreciatively. Zoe blushed on her grandmother’s behalf—the look had been positively filthy.

“Well, well, Leo is it? You her boyfriend?”

There was a long silence, and Zoe just stared at the floor, unable to meet his gaze.

Leo cleared his throat awkwardly. “No ma’am, just a friend.”

“Hmm, she always was very stupid when it came to boys,” Lyla said casually, and Zoe made a choking sound in the back of her throat. “Anyway, I suppose you’re going to march me back down to them so they can explain all the reasons I’ve broken those T’s and C’s I didn’t read before I signed?”

“That’s the plan,” Zoe said bitterly, and stood up as Lyla rose, looking as if she was going to launch herself over the rocks immediately. “Listen, Gamma, I know you don’t want to be here, and I want to fix that, but you’ve got to give me more than twenty-four hours to try. Mom already has a lot of preconceptions about what you can and can’t do. Running away, climbing mountains alone, you’ll just get hurt if you keep this up and she’ll be proved right.”

Lyla sighed, looking down into the valley. The sunlight played over the deep lines in her face, highlighting the shadows of her cheeks and the dullness of her skin. Lyla curled a loose strand of her hair over her ear and shook her head.

“I don’t belong in that place. I had one fall at my apartment, and she threw me into Rural Heights like I was a piece of garbage. She hasn’t called me in six months, none of you have, except—” she stopped, lips thinning. “I am not an infirm old biddy.”

“I know that. You never have been,” Zoe insisted. “Just, could you try to make the best of it for the short term? I’m not trying to placate you. I really am gonna talk to Mom, but you have to promise not to run away again. My blood pressure can’t stand it.”

Lyla met her gaze, and her expression softened. Zoe had a flash of the woman who had fed her toffees before bed each night when she was little, and something in her own chest loosened at the sight.

“Alright. I promise.” Lyla patted her hand. “Let’s go and face the music, then.”

Zoe glanced at Leo, who was standing back from them with a strange expression on his face. As Lyla strode away, leading the way back to Orchard Grove, she frowned at him.

“What?”

“Nothing,” Leo said, watching Lyla’s retreating form. “I always thought you were nothin’ like your mom. Now I know who you take after.”

He followed Lyla, leaving Zoe with her mouth hanging open, unsure whether that was an insult or a compliment.
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Zoe was unsure whether Max would be welcome in the home, so she left him with Leo as she took Lyla inside.

She had hoped that Kiki might greet them but instead the person waiting for them was the nurse she had seen in the nurses’ station the day before. Her expression hadn’t been particularly friendly then, and now it was even less so.

“Do you know how many people have been tasked with looking for you, Ms. Reed?” the nurse asked aggressively as Lyla walked back through the door.

There were three members of staff standing behind the nurse who looked as if they had been included in the search party. She turned to them and waved them off as they walked away. Zoe frowned after them, their presence felt deliberate, like they had been lined up there to make a point.

“Are you responsible for Ms. Reed?” the nurse asked Zoe, looking her up and down accusingly.

“She’s responsible for herself, but sure, I’m her emergency contact. I found her, and I brought her back.”

The nurse pasted on a smile, but Zoe could hear the anger in her voice. “Well, I’m Nurse Dixon, and this incident is going to trigger a lot of paperwork for me.” She turned to Lyla. “If you want to go into town, you are welcome to. There are scheduled days when the residents can go, and we provide transportation for that purpose. But you will always have to be signed in and out, you can’t be wandering off on your own accord. It is for your safety, Ms. Reed. Is that clear?”

“Yes ma’am,” Lyla said, giving her a smart salute. Nurse Dixon’s lips thinned at the gesture, and she opened her mouth as if to deliver a cutting retort when there was a gentle chuckle from along the hallway as Hubert Masterson wandered up, eyeing Lyla approvingly.

“So you returned then? You did get this place in a flutter. Most interesting thing that’s happened in ages,” he said, offering Lyla his arm. “Nurse Dixon, it would be my pleasure to escort Ms. Reed back to her room.”

“Why don’t you do that, Hubert? We might need to lock her in to stop her wandering out!”

Nurse Dixon followed the comment up with a little laugh, but the tone of it sounded more threatening than anything. Lyla took Hubert’s proffered arm without a word and walked off, leaving Zoe staring at the nurse, unsure what to say.

“If your grandmother continues to leave the home unaccompanied, she isn’t going to last any longer here than she did at her last residence,” Nurse Dixon hissed coldly as she watched them go. “Perhaps you could explain to her that we have an obligation to protect all our residents at Orchard Grove and we take their safety very seriously.”

Zoe nodded, hurrying after Lyla, feeling the nurse’s eyes on her all the way there.

She walked down the hallway to the end and turned right toward Lyla’s room. It was the final door on the right, number 43. Hubert was inside, and he was just releasing Lyla’s arm as Zoe arrived.

“Are you okay?” Zoe asked, leaving the door ajar to give them some relative privacy.

The room was sparse to say the least, and the two boxes that had arrived with Lyla stood unopened where Zoe had placed them. Her suitcase had been unzipped, but it was full, none of her clothes having migrated to the closet or drawers in the room.

“Do you want me to help unpack your things?” she asked hopefully, but Lyla only grimaced at her, and Zoe sighed.

“Please, Gamma? Are you really going to live out of suitcases forever?”

“Didn’t take you long, did it?”

Zoe turned at the voice from the doorway, and Hubert’s stance changed immediately, his eyes darkening as he frowned at the man standing there.

He must have been a similar age to Hubert. He was small, no more than five foot five, and almost as wide as he was tall. The atmosphere in the room changed immediately as Lyla glanced at Zoe, pursing her lips. Clearly, she had met these two before.

“Can I help you?” Zoe asked.

“Nah, I reckon Bertie’s got you all settled, hasn’t he, Lyla?”

“It’s Ms. Reed, to you,” Lyla snapped, “And I didn’t give you permission to come in here.”

“Old Bertie gets it though, don’t he?”

“Stop calling me Bertie,” Masterson said, but his tone was more weary than irritated.

Zoe glanced between them with interest before she stepped forward and stuck out her hand.

“I’m Zoe, Lyla’s granddaughter. And you are?”

“Oh yes,” he said, shaking it and grinning from ear to ear. “You’re the one who caught that murderer a few weeks back. You’re a lot better looking in person.”

Zoe tamped down the immediate retort she wanted to shoot his way. “Thanks, but what I look like is the least interesting thing about me,” she said as Lyla gave a huff of laughter behind her.

“Noted. I’m Tate Dawson, nice to meet you. Is Masterson botherin’ you, Ms. Reed, because I could get him out of here if you need me to.”

“Try it,” Masterson said, suddenly looking three times his size as he squared up to the other man.

“Hah!” Tate said loudly. “He’d have you believe he’s still in the Marines, and can take a grunt like me, but the truth is he never could—”

Masterson took a menacing step forward, but before the two of them could come to blows, Kiki materialized in the doorway and bustled in between them. She had her trusty iPad in hand, and seemed utterly unfazed by their behavior.

“That’s enough, Mr. Dawson. Please, can you stop trying to intimidate everyone? We all know how strong you are.” She looked to Zoe in exasperation. “He picked up one of the tables in the dining hall yesterday, ‘for practice’ apparently.”

“Need to keep up my physique,” Dawson muttered, but he was already backing out of the room.

Kiki’s arrival had mollified the two men, and Hubert was considerably calmer now that Tate was leaving.

“I’ll see you at dinner, Ms. Reed,” Hubert said politely. “I’m glad you’re back.”

He gave her a winning smile and sauntered out past a scowling Dawson, who squared his shoulders and stalked away along the hallway.

Kiki turned to Lyla, and Zoe braced herself for another speech about responsibility.

“You alright, Ms. Reed?” Kiki asked. “I hope it was an adventure at least. Where did you go?”

Lyla’s eyes brightened as she glanced at Zoe. “I went up the mountains. Hubert was saying there are some pretty views.”

“Oh, dozens. Did you take the trail out back? It’s lovely but a bit too steep for me. One of the nurses was telling me that the walks on the east side are easier, and they go along the ridge up there, so you get views the whole way.”

“I said I’d take her one day soon,” Zoe said quickly, not wanting to put any more ideas in Lyla’s head about exploring on her own.

“That’d be a good thing to try. You know it’s always good to go hiking in a group, no matter how old you are,” Kiki said. Her manner was affable and genuine, as if she truly cared about everything going on around her. “How far did you get?”

“Not too far,” Lyla admitted. “My ankles aren’t what they were.”

Kiki grinned. “Well, we’ll get some food in you, and you’ll be strong as an ox in no time, you mark my words. Bit of fresh mountain air and some time with your family, you’ll be right as rain again.”

Zoe glanced at her grandmother. “Have you not been well?” she asked.

Lyla waved her off. “Dizzy spells, that’s all.”

“She doesn’t eat enough,” Kiki said, but aimed the statement at Lyla. “And we’re going to change that.”

Lyla affected what was becoming her signature pose and folded her arms over her chest, sticking her chin out defiantly.

“That remains to be seen, depending on whether the food improves,” she stated solemnly.

“Gamma,” Zoe groaned, but Kiki just laughed.

“She’s a tough cookie, but I think she’s going to fit in just fine. Could I have a quick word, Miss Fontaine, if you have a moment?”

Zoe followed her out, closing the door behind her as she turned to Kiki, and they headed back toward the reception desk.

“I know it’s only been a day that your grandmother has been with us, but she doesn’t seem very keen to get to know anyone here. It’s never a good sign when someone isolates themselves. I understand from her paperwork that she has a habit of… heading out on her own?”

“It’s not about Orchard Grove,” Zoe said. “It’s just that she wants her independence. She doesn’t think she belongs here—rightly or wrongly. My grandmother sees this as restrictive, and she wants to be able to make her own decisions about what she does each day.”

“Well, she has her freedoms, as much as we can give her them. And whatever activities you’d like to do with her, we’re always happy to accommodate. There’s a game night happening tomorrow evening and I wondered if you might come along. It would be good for Lyla to have you here, I think. She clearly values your company.”

Zoe laughed. “I’m not sure she values it; she’s just stuck with me.”

Kiki’s nose wrinkled as she smiled at her. “You underestimate your influence, Miss Fontaine.”

“Just Zoe is fine.”

“Zoe. Will you come? I think it’d be good for her.”

Zoe pulled out her phone, checking her schedule. She’d need to leave Max with Leo again, but otherwise she had nothing booked the following night.

“Sure, it’d be nice to spend some time with her.”

“Excellent! She’s lucky to have her family close by. It’s so important to keep these relationships alive while we can.”

She patted Zoe on the arm as she headed back to her desk and Zoe walked outside, noticing Leo on the other side of the parking lot beside the car where Max was peeing against the wheel.

She headed over to them.

“All okay?” he asked, raising his eyebrows at her.

“Other than a dragon of a nurse, yeah, we’re good. You ready to go?”

Leo nodded. “Yeah. Let’s get this lug home. At least he’s had a run around today. Probably won’t need that backpack much longer.”

“If only I had one for my grandmother, maybe she’d stay put for five minutes.”
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After Zoe dropped him back at the clinic, Leo got in his truck and headed to the ranch, not really thinking about the last conversation he’d had with Zoe until he drove up his drive and noticed her car parked outside his house. Anxiety spiked through him at the sight of it, and he groaned as he pulled up.

It wasn’t unusual for Zoe to come to his house after work, but he had assumed today she would go back to Mrs. Bornstein’s place. Instead, she had clearly interpreted him saying to get Max ‘home’, as going to his ranch.

And I really don’t know how to feel about that.

He hopped down from the truck, checking his watch again. He’d agreed to meet Lucy for a drink in an hour, and he definitely hadn’t anticipated Zoe being in his house when he headed out.

Swallowing around the thick lump in his throat, he went inside. Zoe was in the kitchen with two cups in front of her. He closed the door, trying to school his features into a neutral expression as worry flared through him.

Maybe I should just ask her to leave. God, why didn’t I tell her about the date?

“Hey!” Zoe said brightly. “I was just making some green tea, you want some? I think I’m addicted to this stuff.”

“Yeah, thanks,” he said and lingered by the door in a paralysis of indecision. He knew he should just explain the situation to Zoe, but was too worried about what she might say. Things between them had been confusing for a while and he wasn’t sure where they stood.

Each morning he would wake up and wonder where she was, what she might be doing. They would call and text throughout the day, usually with the excuse of looking after Max, but he had come to enjoy being in touch with her so much.

He went to sit on the couch, nervous, worried and feeling like a coward. He hoped that she would tell him she had to head off in the next thirty minutes, and he wouldn’t be forced to explain himself. He still didn’t really know why he’d agreed to the date with Lucy—she was a nice woman, but a bit too airy-fairy for his tastes.

Zoe came over and handed him a cup, sitting down on what he had come to think of as her seat. She always chose the corner of the couch, and curled up against the arm beside the lamp under a blanket. She leaned back with a contented sigh as Max snuffled around in the kitchen for any scraps he could eat.

Leo sipped his tea, trying to find the right words to explain the date. It would take him at least half an hour to drive to the place, and he didn’t have long to get ready.

“Did you ever meet my grandmother?” she asked suddenly, and Leo looked up.

“No, not officially until today. Arlene has mentioned her before in passing and I remember her visiting the school to pick you up once, but no. She never lived in Sapphire, did she?”

“No. She is not a small-town kind of lady.” Zoe’s gaze clouded as she smoothed her fingers over her cup, brow furrowing.

“Are you worried she’ll try to leave again?”

“I mean, I am. But it’s not just that. She’s so frail now. I can’t get over how different she looks. I’m worried maybe she’s ill and she just hasn’t told us.”

“The home would have had to let you know, wouldn’t they? As next of kin?”

Zoe shook her head. “They’d have to have Lyla’s permission to tell the family.”

“And she doesn’t get along with your mom?” he asked, as she grimaced.

“Not anymore. They used to, when I was younger, but my mom has always been far stricter and rigid. Gamma lives life by the seat of her pants, doing what she feels like, living how she chooses. My mom likes order and control.”

“And you said you were gonna talk to Arlene about Lyla moving someplace else?”

“Yeah.” Zoe sighed heavily, leaning back in the chair and hooking her feet up under her. “I guess I could try to organize a move, but I’m not sure she’d be happy anywhere. Is it bad that I think all nursing homes are pretty much the same?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. I haven’t been to many.”

“They’re all pretty soulless, but it’s the people that matter. She’s only been there one day, like a kid at a new school. She probably hates it because she doesn’t know anyone. One of the residents seemed nice, I thought he might be ex-military, actually. Stands like he has a rod up his ass.”

Leo grinned. “Yeah, well, that’s us all over.”

Zoe smiled, rolling her eyes at him. “The administrator, Kiki, asked me to go to a game night tomorrow to try and get Gamma settled in.”

“You gonna go?”

“Definitely. I already feel guilty enough that I dropped her there without a word of advice, or a promise to call.”

Zoe’s eyes were sad, and Leo wished he could find a way to comfort her. His own parents had passed away several years before, and his only grandparent lived in Australia. Sometimes he wished he had a bigger family to lean on, but then he would speak to Zoe about all the problems she had with her own and wonder whether he’d had a lucky break.

“If you do go to the game night tomorrow, drop Max off on your way and we can have a boy’s night,” he said affectionately, watching the fluffy puppy leaping about inside the kitchen. He sometimes looked as if he was still getting to grips with his body, floppy legs and ears flying everywhere.

They both went quiet as they watched him. He was padding back and forth for a little while, sniffing a line of something on the floor. Leo was trying to work out if he’d dropped something and hadn’t wiped it up properly when he froze in place, and he felt Zoe stiffen too.

Max was standing in the kitchen looking at Leo. He had done this a few times since he’d started coming to the ranch but was far too nervous to approach him of his own free will. Now, there was something different about his stance. Max glanced at Zoe, then did a bit more pacing, sniffing at the ground, each time getting a little closer to Leo.

Leo didn’t move a muscle as Max kept moving toward him. Over the next minute, Max got to within a foot of Leo’s boots and then he stopped. His little tail went between his legs, and he looked up at Leo as if he was working out if he could be trusted.

Slowly, painstakingly, he lowered his body to the ground and tiptoed forward, sniffing at Leo’s jeans and whining low in the back of his throat.

Leo held his breath as Max’s little nose snuffled at his knee, his head cocked to one side. Looking at Zoe, he saw she was utterly still, her eyes alight with excitement.

He placed his cup on the side, making no sudden movements, and slowly moved a hand toward Max. The dog watched him warily, and then Leo placed a gentle hand on his head. He scratched a couple of times behind Max’s ears, and then the puppy backed off, shook his head, and went back to sniffing the floor.

“Oh my God,” Zoe said, her voice thick with emotion. “I don’t believe it. Good boy!” Max bounded to her, rolling over and letting her scratch his belly. “You’re such a good boy.”

Leo’s heart felt light as a feather as he watched them. Though it had only been a few weeks, each time he approached Max, and the dog cowered away, a deep sadness settled over him. But now, seeing even the smallest sign of acceptance filled him with a joy so strong it felt like it might burst inside him.

Leo looked at his watch before he picked up his tea, leaning back in his chair with a contented sigh.

“Do you have somewhere you need to be?” Zoe asked. “That’s the second time you’ve looked at your watch. Sorry, I just assumed I’d stop by, but if you need me to go…”

God damn it.

“Uh, yeah, I probably need to leave in thirty minutes or so. But you don’t need to head out too. You should stay here with Max.”

Zoe nodded. “Don’t worry, I should probably get back to Mrs. B anyway. Who are you meeting?”

Leo fidgeted. He desperately wanted to lie but knew it would only make things more awkward. “Uh, well, actually I’m meeting up with Lucy.”

Zoe stopped petting Max, and the puppy bounded up and onto the couch to lay his head in her lap. She scratched his ears absently, her expression difficult to read.

“Lucy, as in, my friend Lucy Symanski?”

Leo cleared his throat. “Yeah.”

“Like a date?”

It felt like the floor was opening up beneath him. “She came to volunteer at the church yesterday and kind of asked me for a drink out of the blue. I don’t know. I’ve known her for a long time, it blindsided me a bit…” he trailed off as Zoe stood up, brushing the dog hair off her pants and smiling at him.

“That’s really great, Leo.”

“It is?”

“Yeah, why wouldn’t it be? I’m happy that you’re dating again.”

Leo stared at her, puzzled by the deep sense of disappointment he suddenly felt. She showed no signs of jealousy; she looked genuinely happy.

What the hell? Have I just been hallucinating this thing between us these past few weeks?

He stood up as she latched Max’s leash onto his harness and headed toward the door to get her coat.

“You should go for it. Lucy’s lovely. Just don’t let her do a tarot reading for you, because she did that for me when I was a teenager, and I got a load of cards which apparently meant chaos, destruction, and death.”

She laughed a little as she tugged on her coat and made for the door. Leo had a sudden, desperate need to make her stay. He felt like he’d ruined a beautiful moment with Max and should have just kept his mouth shut.

“You know you don’t have to leave right now,” he said, sounding just as rattled as he felt.

Zoe laughed again. “What, are you kidding? You need to get your makeup on. You can’t go out with your face looking like that.”

He managed a smile, but in the next few seconds, she was gone, the door closing behind her with a finality that felt unnatural.

Heading to his room he pulled out his phone and sat on his bed. He searched through his photo app until he got to the videos and scrolled through until he found the one he was looking for.

It was a short video of Freya in a coffee house a few months before she died—the kind of video he had rarely looked at until she wasn’t with him anymore. She was getting annoyed with him for filming, her hair flying around her face, smile edging at the corners of her mouth trying to block the camera with her hands.

He paused it, focusing on her face.

The pain of her absence was like a pool inside him, flat and calm most of the time but occasionally it would spill out over the edges, flooding all the way through his body and reminding him she was gone.

It felt strange that, instead of the guilt he should have felt for forgetting Freya or moving on too fast, he was more troubled about how Zoe felt about the date with Lucy than anything else.

He stood up, opening his cupboard for a fresh shirt and scratched his chin, feeling the prickly stubble over his jaw.

Should I shave? Is that a thing?

He was entirely out of his depth and was regretting agreeing to meet up with Lucy at all. Pulling out a black shirt, he hung it on the door and headed to the bathroom to shave. Staring at his reflection, he had to stop himself from grabbing his phone and calling to cancel.

It was too late now. Besides, maybe Zoe was right. He should just go for it, what did he have to lose?
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Zoe sat at her desk the following day, watching the video footage from the gas station cameras.

With two young kids, Annalise didn’t have time to review it properly, and Zoe had promised to take a look. So far, she had found nothing except a steady stream of nondescript customers going back and forth to the register. It was an inordinately boring task and wasn’t helping to keep her mind off Leo and his date at all. She sighed heavily, opening the next file.

“What’s up with you today?”

She leaned around her desk as Rick came over to stand beside her. From the smell of it, he had a cup of very strong coffee in his hand and looked exhausted.

“I could ask you the same question: Are you really just archiving those files? You’ve been at it for days.”

The stacked boxes had multiplied, and Rick’s desk was strewn with more paper than he would ever be able to look through.

“We got some fresh sponsorship offers since the Stanfield story broke, and ad revenue is up. I’m just trying to get this organized.”

“But we’re not organized.”

“Says you.”

“Shouldn’t someone other than the editor be going through that stuff?”

Rick paused, sipping his coffee, a strange look in his eye. “Some of it’s personal stuff. It makes sense that I should go through it, I’ve been here the longest.”

Something was off in his tone, but Zoe became distracted as Max crawled under her chair to hide from Rick.

“Hey buddy,” Rick said, crouching down and holding out a hand to him. Max just cowered back even more.

“It’s not you. He’s scared of everyone. It took him forever to warm up to Leo.”

And now I’m thinking about how the date went again.

“Where are we with the break-ins story?”

“Two gas stations now, as well as the Family Budget store on the I-79. It seems to be the same gang of teenagers, but the cops don’t have any leads. They’re masked up with hoods covering their heads, so it’s hard to make an ID. The owner of the gas station sent me some footage so I’m looking through it. Walker seems willing to cooperate with us, too.”

“Huh, makes a change from Kissinger having it in for every member of the press. You’d think he’d be grateful we broke the story and got that guy off his team.”

Zoe nodded. She couldn’t feel any sympathy for Kissinger given the circumstances. She wondered whether she should mention the alcohol she’d smelled on his breath but decided against it. Rick didn’t need any more reasons to fall out with the sheriff.

“Did I tell you my Gamma’s in town?” she asked, and Rick scratched his shoulder awkwardly.

“Uh, yeah, your mom mentioned it.”

Zoe hesitated. “Are you in contact with her a lot?”

Rick scowled. “I text her now and again, so you can stop with the look. She turned me down, remember?”

“What? I can’t root for my thirty-year-old boss to get with my fifty-six-year-old mom?”

Rick glowered at her as Zoe chuckled. “Why’s your grandmother back in town anyhow? Doesn’t she live in Charleston?”

“She got kicked out of the home she was staying at. Mom moved her to the Orchard Grove.”

Rick’s expression shuttered, his eyes darting away to the other side of the room. “Oh. Well, that’s good, I guess.”

“Didn’t that building used to be something else? I couldn’t remember.”

Rick started picking at the rim of his cup. “Medical facility, or something like it. I think.”

“There was a fire a few years back, wasn’t there?”

“Yeah,” he cleared his throat. “How’s your Gamma finding it?”

Zoe looked up. Rick’s eyes were fixed on his coffee, but the subject change felt deliberate.

“Not great. She’s escaped once already, but I’m going over there tonight for board games, so it’s getting more high-octane by the minute.”

“What’s it like inside?” Rick asked.

“Nice. Modern in places, but with a lot of wood paneling that looks like it was part of the original building. It’s pretty impressive.”

He was very still for a while, staring into the middle distance, then he nodded.

“I’ll be heading off soon. You go whenever you’re ready,” he said and walked back to his desk. Zoe watched him with a little frown, confused by his attitude lately.

It was common knowledge among the other journalists in the office that Rick was indifferent to the paper. He rarely got involved in the detail, giving most articles a perfunctory once-over before they were published. But now, he was pulling out boxes from the archive to organize things, and talking about investors, revenue, and ad sales. It was odd, after such overwhelming apathy, to see him taking an interest again.

Zoe checked the time, pushing her chair out from her desk as Max sat up excitedly.

If she left now, she could walk him and tire him out before game night. She had originally planned to drop Max at Leo’s before she headed to Orchard Grove, but decided to take him with her instead.

She was pissed at Leo for going on a date with Lucy. It was irrational and unfair, but she couldn’t shake the feeling. And as she got into her car, knowing Leo would be expecting to see Max, she felt a petty sense of triumph that he would be disappointed.
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As Zoe got out of the car in the parking lot behind the home, she could see movement and lights inside where several of the other residents were mingling about. She wondered what Nurse Dixon was like with them, and if she was as abrasive to other rule breakers as she had been to Lyla.

Holding Max on a short leash, she headed into the front entrance and saw Kiki at her desk. Kiki’s face split into an excited smile as she saw Max and jumped up running over to him, only for him to recoil immediately and try to run out the door.

“Sorry,” Zoe said apologetically, trying to keep Max from bolting. “Uh, he’s a bit shy around people, but I’m trying to get him used to being in public. I was gonna leave him with a friend, but ended up bringing him with me. Is that okay? I can put him in the car if not.”

“Oh goodness, yes. We love animals here. We have a therapy service come with ragdoll cats for the residents to play with. They love them.”

Max calmed down and settled behind Zoe’s legs, sniffing excitedly.

“He might not be able to cope with the number of people tonight, but I thought I’d give it a try.”

Kiki kept her hand outstretched to Max and after a few seconds he edged forward, sniffing at her fingers and giving one of them an experimental lick. Kiki backed off after that, not forcing him to accept her, which Zoe appreciated.

“Well, if he needs socializing, that’s true of some of our residents, too. If he doesn’t like it there, we can always put him in my office. I’m sure he would just settle down and go to sleep. But if he’s okay, he’ll get a lot of love and attention.”

“Let’s see what happens. I’m still not entirely sure how I ended up with him, I was only gonna keep him for a week or two.”

“Oh I hear you. I’ve always wanted a dog. We used to have one when I was a kid, and I love them. I plan to get one in the future, but I been lookin’ at the apartments around here and a lot of them don’t allow dogs at all.”

“You said you’d only just moved here, right? I’m actually looking for somewhere myself. My landlady has a lot of cats and Max is causing a ruckus with the hierarchy.”

Kiki laughed as she looked down at Max fondly. “I bet he is. Tell you what, if I find anywhere suitable you want me to let you know? I can call you if I find anything. A lot of the places I’ve been looking at are singles, but if there’s a larger space, we could view it together.”

Zoe smiled. “Thanks. I’d like that. I still haven’t decided what I’m gonna do to be honest. DC is where I was based before I came here, and it was always meant to be temporary, but…”

“Hometowns can get you like that. Your roots grab a hold without you realizing.”

Zoe considered that. “Yeah, I guess that’s what it is. I always thought I’d hate to come back here, but it’s not as bad as I remember.”

“And this is why I invited you tonight. I thought you might be able to persuade your grandmother of the same.”

“How’s she been?”

“Well, she doesn’t like any of the food we’ve given her, but she did come out of her room to complain about it, so maybe that’s an improvement.”

Zoe rolled her eyes. “Sorry if she’s being difficult. She’s usually pretty relaxed but I think it’s stressful for her, being here.”

“It’s hard in a new place.”

As Kiki spoke Nurse Dixon came out of one of the side rooms to their left carrying several boxes of board games. She glanced at Zoe as Kiki turned toward her.

“You need a hand, Andrina?” she asked.

“No, thank you. Is that dog comin’ into the game room?”

“If that’s alright,” Zoe said.

“He’ll need to be kept on a leash the whole time,” she said curtly.

“Thanks, I’ll make sure he is,” Zoe replied, and Nurse Dixon—Andrina—looked down at Max with a long glare and then nodded once.

“I prefer it when it’s cats,” she said, shifting the games in her arms and continuing on her way.

“Don’t mind her,” Kiki said. “Andrina can be a bit cranky, but she’s very thorough.”

Zoe nodded, pulling Max to her side as she followed Kiki to the main room. They headed to the main room opposite the nurses’ station, which they had passed by the day before.

There were several comfortable armchairs dotted about, but most of the furniture had been moved to the side to accommodate some temporary fold out chairs—all sporting a cushion—and metal tables with colorful cloths over the top. The home seemed to have embraced the Sapphire Valley color scheme as the cloths were a bright, cheerful blue.

There was a huge, disused fireplace on one side, filled with pinecones and fairy lights. It gave a warm feel to the place.

Several residents were milling around, talking to one another. Three women, all with beautiful silver hair, were speaking together, pointing to the different tables, deciding where they wanted to sit. Zoe wondered if they might be her grandmother’s sort, but it was always hard to tell who Lyla would like spending time with.

One of the women glanced in her direction, and suddenly her eyes lit up excitedly.

“Oh my lord, who is this?” she said, walking quickly over to Max. “Oh, he is just darling.”

Zoe tensed, anticipating that Max would hide behind her again, but he seemed more relaxed around older people. With Lyla, he had bounded up to her like an old friend, and as this woman approached, he didn’t flinch, just letting her pet him.

To make sure she didn’t jinx it, Zoe let him have a little bit of attention, before walking around the room with him, getting used to the space, and letting him sniff everything.

The ladies all cooed at him continually, following them around the room and asking endless questions about his age, what she fed him, and where she got him from. Zoe kept the details vague, grateful that none of them seemed to recognize her from the news article.

Max had been found in a disused shed at the back of a cabin in the woods where he’d been abused and left to rot—somehow, she didn’t think they’d want to hear that part of the story.

Just as she was finishing her circuit of the room, her grandmother walked in. She was wearing a drab knitted sweater that hung off her slim frame. It looked like a baggy sack, but Zoe felt a pulse of pleasure when her grandmother’s eyes lit up as she saw her.

“I was wondering what all the commotion was,” she said, bending down to pat Max on the head. “What are you doing here?”

“Oh, I thought I would come and spend game night with you. Maybe it’ll help you get settled in.”

Lyla eyed her skeptically for a moment and then smiled. “Well, at least you didn’t lie and tell me you love Monopoly.”

“I have no idea how to play anything, including card games,” Zoe said swiftly.

“Not even Bridge?” Lyla asked, looking appalled.

“Not even that.”

“Right, Kiki, where are the cards, I need to teach my granddaughter a life skill.”

Zoe followed her to one of the small square tables at the edge of the room. Max settled down at their feet, watching the other residents file in with interest, sniffing the air eagerly.

Zoe was just happy that Lyla looked enthused about something. Kiki bustled around the tables taking drinks orders and both Lyla and Zoe ordered some green tea. It made her think of Leo again, but she pushed the thought away—tonight is about Gamma. I’ve been distracted enough by other things as it is.

She watched in amazement as Lyla started shuffling the cards like a professional dealer.

“Are we playing for anything?” Lyla whispered. “Cards are no fun without a little bet. Twenty bucks if we win.”

“Gamma, you’re supposed to be teaching me. And I’m pretty sure you can’t gamble in here.”

“Hubert! Come and play Bridge with us,” she called, then looked at Zoe conspiratorially. “Hubert’s rolling in cash. He’ll be game.”

Zoe turned to see Hubert making his way over, smiling at Lyla, who gave a wicked grin and then started to deal the cards.
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As Lyla dealt the cards, Hubert came and sat beside her on the left of Zoe. He seemed equally as impressed with her card skills as Zoe was, and her grandmother whispered that they would be playing for money. It was very clear Hubert approved of the strategy but that neither of them wanted Kiki or Andrina to find out about it.

To begin with, Nurse Dixon was flitting about the room, getting everybody settled. Zoe noticed that she seemed to have a rather brisk manner, but that wasn’t entirely surprising. There were plenty of professions where Zoe imagined her own patience would be worn thin—and nursing was one of them.

Kiki, on the other hand, was cheerful and talkative, moving about the room easily chatting to several residents. The head nurse, Patricia Templeton, came in briefly to check on everyone. She was a curvaceous woman with a pouting mouth, painted in dark purple lipstick that didn’t compliment her complexion. Kiki and Andrina did everything she said without question, and she had the same air of authority as Walker—someone who expected to be obeyed.

Zoe wondered if she might ask her to take Max outside, but Nurse Templeton just eyed him briefly, told Zoe to make sure he didn’t get loose and then headed back to her office.

After that, Zoe listened to her grandmother explain the rules of Bridge to her, which seemed to be a game of strategy. Lyla explained that they would ‘forego the bidding part’ because it wouldn’t be fair on beginners, and Zoe felt herself relax a bit. The basics of the game seemed complex enough.

Once Lyla had finished explaining, they all turned over their cards so they could see each other’s hands for the practice round. Her grandmother was a proficient teacher. There was a dummy hand in bridge, and she used the open space at the table to show Zoe how they could beat Hubert by working together.

Masterson, for his part, seemed very enamored with Lyla. He barely took his eyes off her the whole game and laughed loud and long at all her witty remarks. Zoe could hardly blame him. When her grandmother spoke on a topic she was passionate about there was no stopping her.

The atmosphere changed when Tate Dawson entered the room, however. He made for Lyla straight away, and Zoe observed that her grandmother didn’t seem quite so affronted by his attention as she had the day before. She eyed him with interest as he came to sit down and put himself in the place of the dummy hand.

“Can I join you?” he asked redundantly, settling himself at the table. “Whoa, what in Christ is that?” he said, leaping back in his chair as Max gave a low growl beneath the table.

“Sorry,” Zoe said as Max hid between her legs again. “I couldn’t find anyone to look after him.”

Hubert leaned down and offered Max his hand to sniff, which he did, but wouldn’t let him touch him. Tate, on the other hand, crouched onto the floor, his knees clicking as he did so, and gave Max a long stare.

“Hmm, this fella’s got a past, ain’t he?” he asked astutely, and Zoe raised her eyebrows at him.

“Uh. Yeah,” she answered vaguely. Tate looked up at her in query and she carried on reluctantly. “He was abused by his previous owner. He’s very nervous around men.”

To her astonishment, Tate nodded once and then reached out and pulled Max from between her legs and into his arms.

“Hey, hold on!” Zoe said urgently, nervous that Max would be terrified by such attention, but strangely he calmed instantly. It was obvious that Tate was accustomed to handling dogs, as he began to stroke Max’s back in a circular motion confidently.

“Poor little guy. I used to have a Rottweiler who was just the same.”

He rose from the floor as the leash was jerked from Zoe’s hands. She was on the brink of really losing her temper when Tate sat down with Max in his lap against the table.

The dog was completely calm, panting happily. He wasn’t shaking any longer and didn’t appear nervous at all. Tate continued to stroke him, scratching gently behind his ears as Max got more used to him.

“How old is he, twelve weeks?”

Zoe glanced at Lyla, who was giving Tate an angry glare, but she was too amazed by Max’s behavior to protest.

“Yeah. He’ll be thirteen weeks on Saturday.”

“He’s beautiful. You’ve got a dog from a good breeder here, you can tell. Solid but not overly bulky, he’s got a great physique, well proportioned, good long legs.” He repositioned Max onto all fours over his lap, running a hand down his back. “Long spine, and his ears’ll go straight when he’s five or six months old. Have you had many dogs before?”

“No,” Zoe replied, getting irritated by the level of mansplaining.

“Well, he’s a treasure. You’re right to bring him to things like this, get him socialized and used to groups.”

“Yeah, well, not many people pick him up without asking,” Zoe said pointedly, and Tate’s expression closed off as he bit his lip, letting go of Max and hastily putting him on the floor again.

“Sorry, I just haven’t been around dogs for a long time. He’s beautiful.”

Zoe hesitated, feeling guilty for the anger she was feeling. After all, how much exposure could any resident of a nursing home have to dogs? Tate likely had to make do with the occasional therapy animal, which would be shared with fifty other people.

The anger drained out of her—I’m being a selfish ass.

“It’s alright. I just thought he might bite your nose off or something.” She watched Tate admiring Max and sighed. “You can have him on your lap again if you like. I get a bit protective of him.”

Tate grinned as he lifted him up again and Max settled very happily on his thighs, looking down at the cards as if he was about to play.

“Somethin’ tells me he’ll be a better partner than you, Dawson,” Hubert said, giving Tate a long stare.

“Well, we’ll see about that, won’t we?” Dawson said, leaning around Max to pick up his cards. Lyla laughed, giving Zoe a knowing look.

“Classic male posturing. They’re trying to distract us with their rivalry, but you have to stay on your game, Zo. That’s how they’ll get you.”

Zoe picked up her own cards. Lyla had declared that trumps were spades, seeing as they weren’t going through the bidding process, and Hubert was the dummy. She had a good first hand from what she could tell. If Lyla had some high cards they might even win.

They began to play, and Zoe couldn’t help but smile at Max, who was positioned in such a way that Tate looked like he was asking for his help with every card he played.

Each time Tate picked a card, he held it up for Max to sniff. Tate clearly loved having him around.

As the night drew on, Andrina moved through the room with teas and coffees for the residents and after they’d been there about an hour, she arrived with a tray of little paper cups to distribute various medications.

Masterson had two white pills handed to him, and her grandmother also received one. Zoe frowned at it, but Lyla shrugged.

“Just my blood pressure pill, dear, no need to look so concerned.”

Andrina continued around the room, and in a break between rounds, Masterson got up to refill his tea, while Dawson went to the bathroom. He handed Max back to Zoe, and the puppy settled sleepily beneath her chair and fell into a doze.

As soon as the men were gone, Lyla leaned in close across the table.

“She’s up to something, that one,” she whispered.

Zoe, whose chair faced the door and looked out on the nurses’ station, leaned in to hear her.

“Who?”

“That Dixon woman.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Oh, it’s obvious she hates working here, hates the residents, and has a terrible temper. I heard her shouting at Colin—that’s the man in the corner over there—and he’s totally harmless.”

Zoe turned discreetly to look at the man in question. He was almost entirely bald with a smattering of brown hair below his ears and around the back of his head. A large nose and wide-set eyes gave him a strangely vacant appearance. He was sitting alone, drinking his tea and dunking a cookie into it at intervals. There was a significant shake in his hand, and his neck was bent over at a sharp angle.

“He has dementia, and forgets where he is quite a bit. That woman has no sympathy for him. She was really letting him have it. Dawson had to step in and tell her what for, she was just as rude to him, too. Doesn’t have a sympathetic bone in her body.”

Zoe’s eyes followed Nurse Dixon around the room as she collected cups, clattering them loudly on the trays as she did so, making some of the residents jump.

She had an uncomfortable-looking gait when she walked, like a seesaw, her mouth constantly moving or twisting, as if she continually chewed the inside of her lip. It reminded Zoe of Judy. When her younger sister was having withdrawal, she would do things like that, continuous movement, agitated chewing, or scratching at her chin.

Zoe looked down at the little pill cups on the table. As she did so, Andrina appeared at her elbow, sweeping them all away and heading back to the nurse’s station. Zoe watched her go inside, but as she passed the window, she looked out, caught her eye, and snapped it shut.

Lyla gave Zoe a knowing look as the men returned to join them. She tried to keep her mind on the game, but her gaze kept flitting to the nurse’s station, the opaque glass hiding anyone inside from view.

The game carried on with Dawson and Masterson bickering constantly. Their old rivalry from the US Army and the Marine Corps was alive and well, but it wasn’t only that. Both men appeared to be quite interested in her grandmother.

Despite her frail appearance, Lyla had retained her beauty into her senior years, and she was by far the most attractive resident in the home—in Zoe’s humble opinion. Her bone structure was striking, her eyes bright and animated as they played.

She also had a wicked sense of humor, which she unleashed without hesitation on both men. She was unapologetic and ruthless, and by the time they’d finished the second round Zoe and Lyla were up sixty dollars.

“I don’t know how we’re going to pay this debt,” Masterson said good-naturedly. “I haven’t got any cash on me.”

“You don’t need it with the gold bars you got stashed under your mattress,” Dawson muttered. “I got the cash,” he drawled. “I’ll get it to you if Masterson ain’t good for it.”

Zoe chuckled, amused by the image of two retirees coming to blows over a sixty-dollar bet.

“I didn’t say I wouldn’t settle it,” Masterson insisted. ”Besides, we both owe Lyla thirty dollars apiece.”

“Oh, it’s Lyla is it?” Tate smirked, turning to her grandmother. “I knew you liked him more than me, I’m still callin’ you ‘Ms. Reed’.”

Lyla scoffed. “You can both call me Ms. Reed if you’re going to act like children. Zoe’s more mature than the two of you put together. Now, are we playing cards or not?”

They both fell silent and returned to the game, preparing to play the next trick.

“How old are you, Zoe?” Masterson asked after a few minutes, looking at her over his cards.

“Twenty-eight,” she replied, and Dawson whistled.

“My, my, you’re just a baby,” Hubert said. Zoe pretended to be offended, and he chuckled at her.

“Can I give you a piece of advice?” Masterson asked as Kiki wandered by their table to pet Max.

“Sure,” Zoe said as he fixed her with a hard stare.

“Grab life with both hands. Live it to the full. I know a lot of folks my age say that, but it’s true. Chase after what you want, for all it’s worth. Get after it and don’t look back.”

Dawson cackled. “And there you have it,” he said, leaning into Zoe. “Unsolicited advice you didn’t ask for, from a man sixty years your senior!” There was an edge to his voice now.

“What, you got better advice to give a young lady?” Masterson asked, his eyes flashing.

“You don’t know nothin’ about her,” Tate scoffed. “I read a few of this young lady’s articles and I would say she’s had enough of chasin’ anything for a little while. Gettin’ what you want is all very well, but sometimes there’s a price to it. What if it’s that kind of talk that sends her down the wrong path? Somewhere she don’t want to be, hmm?”

Masterson grimaced, reshuffling his cards.

“What?” Dawson said loudly. “You’re sayin’ you never ‘grabbed life with both hands’ just like you told her to, and lived to regret it?”

Suddenly, the atmosphere around the table changed dramatically. Lyla sensed it too, her eyes darting between the two men. Masterson met Dawson’s gaze, and when Zoe looked into his eyes, she felt her own chest tighten at the fire in them.

There was something lurking deep in the depths of Masterson’s eyes now that hadn’t been there before. He looked ready to hurt Tate for what he had just said.

The temperature seemed to drop several degrees before Hubert rose abruptly. “Sorry, Lyla, I think I’ve had enough cards for one night.”

His eyes didn’t leave Dawson’s as he threw down his hand and stalked out of the room. Lyla watched him go, stunned, but Dawson just sat back in his chair with apparent satisfaction.

“Never could take the heat,” he said without missing a beat. “Guess Bertie’s the dummy this time.”

Zoe glanced at her grandmother, but Lyla ignored him, retrieving Masterson’s cards and then reached for hers too, shuffling them all together and ending the game.

“I think maybe we’ve all had enough Bridge for today,” she muttered.

The feeling at the table was decidedly frosty after that, and when Lyla suggested a different game, Dawson cried off and said he would head to bed.

Several of the other residents seemed to be going back to their rooms, too, and Lyla watched the door with a glum expression, looking hopefully at the others as they passed, as if willing one of them to join them for another game.

Kiki came over with a broad smile and sat down at their table.

“How did you find that? Did you have a good time?”

Lyla made a valiant effort to look enthused and nodded.

“I was wondering if you might like to come into the lounge. We’re watching an episode of Golden Girls if you’d like to join us?”

Lyla’s shoulders slumped but she nodded as Kiki patted her arm and headed out with the rest of the residents.

“Would you have preferred something else?” Zoe asked.

“All this nostalgic crap,” Lyla muttered. “I’d like to watch The Green Mile, or Psycho. That’ll get their hearts pumping. All of these men and women will live a lot longer if they don’t get forced to vegetate in chairs all day.”

“Well, maybe one night you can come to Mrs. Bornstein’s, and we can watch a movie together.” Zoe offered. She expected Lyla to refuse, but her grandmother looked interested.

“Who’s Mrs. Bornstein?”

“My landlady. She hates everyone, you two would get along great.”

Lyla chuckled as she rose from her chair, and they walked out of the room past the nurse’s station to what Kiki had referred to as the lounge. Inside, it had a lovely, relaxed atmosphere with a floor-length bubble tube in the corner like a gigantic lava lamp casting an orange light over everything.

Zoe settled down beside Lyla on a two-seater couch as Max curled up on the floor, and after a little while her grandmother put her arm around Zoe’s shoulders and pulled her against her. It was like being seven years old again, and Zoe felt tears welling at the back of her eyes.

She couldn’t remember the last time anyone in her family had hugged her. It was a precious moment she was determined to savor for as long as possible.
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About an hour later, the episode wrapped up, and Lyla was already yawning by the time the lights came on. They all began to shuffle out, returning to their rooms.

Max made a high whining noise as he yawned loudly and got plenty of pets from the other residents, mostly ladies, who had stayed to watch the show.

Zoe offered a hand to her grandmother, who glared at her but took it so she could help her up. She was light as a feather.

They made their way outside and back to Lyla’s room. As room 43 was at the far end they had to pass several other doors to reach it. Max followed the line of the hallway, sniffing the carpet with interest. As they approached one of the doors Zoe heard Lyla suck in a sharp breath. Stiffening, she looked inside only to see a nurse leaning over Hubert Masterson in his bed.

“Mr. Masterson?” she was saying urgently. “Hubert, can you hear me?” she gave him a gentle shake.

Zoe’s eyes were drawn to his arm, which hung down off the bed, lifeless and still. On the carpet at the nurses’ feet was a broken teacup and saucer that had rolled away toward the wall.

Lyla and Zoe stood frozen in the doorway, staring at the scene disbelievingly as Max strained at the leash. The nurse looked up, straightening hurriedly as she pressed a button beside the bed and took a step toward them, flashing a grim smile and closing the door in their faces.

“Oh no,” Lyla said, sounding devastated. “No, no, no. Not Hubert.”

Zoe closed her eyes, gripping her grandmother’s shoulders and turning her toward her room, tugging Max away from the door. Lyla’s shuffling footsteps were slower now, her shoulders hunched and drawn forward in a half crouch.

Zoe squeezed her against her, trying to give her some silent comfort as they walked inside the sparse, barren space, and Zoe turned to close the door.

As she did so, she saw Andrina coming out of the room opposite Lyla’s. The nurse emerged, looking to the left and right as if she was checking if anyone was watching her, and then got a key from her tunic and silently locked the door behind her.

Zoe watched as she moved away, walking briskly along the corridor until she reached Hubert’s door. It opened immediately, and there was a hissed conversation. Andrina went inside, closing it firmly behind her.

Hubert Masterson seemed fine during the game, what the hell happened to him? And who did Andrina just lock inside their room?
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Zoe helped her grandmother settle on the bed, feeling the fragility of her frame against her body as she sank into the mattress.

Max was hopping about beside them, snuffling at their knees as if he could sense the tension in the air. Zoe pulled him gently away to sit beside her and prepared to sit down on the bed. She was stalled by a hard shove in the thigh.

“Go and listen at the door,” Lyla muttered.

Zoe stepped back, looking down at her in surprise. “Why?”

“Find out what’s happening,” she stated firmly, looking up at her with an expression that brooked no argument.

“Gamma, I don’t think—”

“What else do you propose? That we sit in here in silence all night?”

Pushing a hand through her hair, Zoe went over to the door, Max trotting behind her happily. Although Orchard Grove was very grand inside, the doors to each room were hollow and thin, and she could hear the murmur of voices outside. Compressing the handle, she lowered it gently, pulling the door open a crack until she could see a sliver of hallway through the gap.

Max immediately wedged his nose into the space and wouldn’t move when she tried to get him to back up, so she trapped him between her calves and stood against the door, watching for any movement ahead.

Hubert’s room was just visible from Lyla’s room at the end of the hallway. For a little while, there was no sign of anyone, and then the other nurse came out, leaving Andrina alone inside. Zoe could just see her through the gap with the door slightly ajar. The nurse was stationary beside the bed, her mouth set in a hard line, her brow furrowed, glaring down at the body for reasons Zoe couldn’t fathom. As the younger nurse left, she closed the door, shutting off Zoe’s view.

At the top of the hallway Kiki appeared, her cell in hand, nodding rapidly to whoever she was speaking to.

“They’ll be here as quickly as they can,” she said to the nurse, looking anxious. “Yes, I’ve called them too.”

The nurse muttered something Zoe couldn’t catch, gesturing back towards Hubert’s room. Kiki’s eyes widened, staring at the door for a few seconds before she nodded and turned around, heading back toward reception.

The hallway was finally quiet, and Zoe’s fingers tightened on the door handle as she stared at Hubert’s room, thinking back to what he had been saying at the table, analyzing his mannerisms, how he had acted. There had been nothing to indicate that he was unwell during their game—quite the contrary—he had seemed full of life and happy.

“What’s going on?” her grandmother hissed, coming to stand at her elbow and trying to peer around her.

“Gamma, go and sit back down, we can’t be seen gawking like this.”

“Isn’t this my home, now?” Lyla snapped in a hushed whisper. “I should know what’s going on with the other residents, shouldn’t I?”

“Look, I know you’re worried, but will you go and sit down? You’ll attract attention.”

“There was nothing wrong with Hubert. He was healthy as a horse.”

Zoe moved away from the door, resting a hand on Lyla’s arm and pushing her gently back toward the bed.

“Gamma, you haven’t even been here a week, how do you know how healthy he was? Most of the residents here probably have underlying conditions we don’t know anything about. Hold Max for a sec, while I keep watch, alright?”

There was a clinking sound from outside now, and Zoe passed Max’s leash to Lyla before moving back to the gap in the door.

Andrina was leaving Hubert’s room with the teacup in hand. It had broken into two clean pieces, and she held it loosely by her hip, tapping it against her thighs as she looked up and down the corridor before heading toward the nurse’s station.

Zoe glanced at the locked door opposite. “Do you know whose room that is?” she whispered, nodding to it.

Lyla frowned at her as she scratched Max behind his ears. “It’s Colin’s bedroom, why?”

“No reason,” she mumbled, listening as brisk footsteps echoed from the polished floor of the entrance lobby—it sounded like Kiki was pacing back and forth while she spoke in a low tone on the phone.

“We should go out there and demand to know what’s happened,” Lyla said.

“I’m pretty sure he died, Gamma. Maybe they don’t even know what happened to him yet. Let’s just leave them to deal with it. I’m sure we’ll learn about it all tomorrow. Don’t you want to get ready for bed?”

“Stop treating me as if I were five years old.”

Zoe moved away from the door, sighing. “That wasn’t my intention, Gamma, but you’re getting upset.”

“Wouldn’t you? Imagine you were forced to live somewhere against your will, and another resident two doors down from you died suddenly. Wouldn’t you be upset?”

“Of course I would, but all I’m saying is that we won’t be able to find anything out right now. It’s almost eleven. Why don’t you get yourself settled and ready to sleep, at least?”

Lyla crossed her arms over her chest. “You know, if we weren’t elderly, this wouldn’t be brushed aside so easily. Whenever someone passes who’s over the age of seventy, the only question that ever follows is ‘how old were they’? The fact that Hubert was in his eighties gives people license to dismiss it. He could have had another ten years of life left in him—just because he was old doesn’t mean his death isn’t a tragedy like anyone else’s.”

Zoe scratched the back of her neck, blowing out a weary breath. “I agree with you, Gamma. I’m on your side.”

Lyla narrowed her eyes at her. “Well, then, go and do what I asked. Go and ask them outright what happened—demand to know. You’re a journalist; use all those skills you acquired chasing after murderers, and I’ll get ready for bed like a good little girl.”

She snatched up her wash bag, shoved Max’s leash into Zoe’s hand, and stalked into the private bathroom in her room, shutting the door with a sharp click.

Zoe looked down at Max, who whined a little, staring at the bathroom door, as he walked over to sniff at it.

“It’s okay, buddy, she’ll be back.”

Zoe pondered what her grandmother had said, the same all-encompassing feeling of helplessness once again lowering over her. Max’s little head fell back as he sat down and looked up at her, his nose working as he sniffed the air, and Zoe made her decision.

Maybe I couldn’t help Gamma before, but I can give it a try now, and at least attempt to do as she asked.

She let go of Max’s leash, and he began to walk around the room, smelling everything he could see. Zoe kept an eye on him when he went into the corner, making sure he didn’t pee on anything, but as he headed to the door, she was relieved when he pushed it open and trotted outside.

Zoe waited for thirty seconds, anxiety spiking when she imagined him breaking into one of the residents’ rooms and causing chaos. After a few more seconds, she left her grandmother’s room just in time to see the puppy’s tail disappear around the corner on the way back toward reception.

Jogging to keep up with him, she kept her footsteps as quiet as possible. Max was a few steps ahead as he broke into a run. She turned another corner to find Max standing against the wall, undecided as to which direction to go in next. He was watching Kiki warily, who was crouching ahead of him trying to get him to come into her space, one hand outstretched.

Kiki looked up as Zoe ran into view.

“I’m so sorry,” she said, coming alongside Max and reattaching the leash. “I thought Gamma’s door was closed, and he got out.”

Kiki smiled, keeping her hand outstretched to Max but he didn’t come any closer.

“I’m glad he didn’t get out the front, that would have been a nightmare if he’d scampered into the woods.”

“I know. I should have held onto him, sorry.” She stood up, pulling Max toward her. “Is everything alright? There was some activity outside my grandmother’s room.”

Kiki’s face fell, as she shook her head. “Oh, one of the residents fell ill, but we’ve called the doctor.” She swallowed, glancing behind her and taking a step toward Zoe. “I haven’t had to deal with something like this before. Usually Nurse Templeton would manage it, but she’s already headed home for the night.”

“Oh, I’m sure you’ll handle it just fine, Kiki. I hope he’s alright.”

Kiki gave her a grateful smile. “Is there anything Lyla would like? I can make her a cup of something? I know it’s been a long night for everyone.”

“Thank you, I think she’s just gonna get to bed. I’m sure you’ve got your hands full at the moment. Sorry again about Max.”

“What’s he been doing, getting himself into mischief?” came a familiar voice from the doorway.

Zoe looked up as her mother entered the home. She was very much in her professional role as a doctor, her jacket smart, hair immaculate as if she had just walked out of a salon.

Arlene’s eyes lingered on Max for a moment before shifting to Kiki.

“I’m Dr. Fontaine. I received a call that one of the residents was unwell.”

“Thank you for coming so quickly,” Kiki said, shaking her hand as she glanced at Zoe. “I’m assuming the name isn’t a coincidence?”

Zoe managed a smile. “This is my mother. Kiki, Arlene Fontaine.”

“Oh! Well, I wish we weren’t meeting under these circumstances, but it’s nice to see you in person, Dr. Fontaine. Lyla is settling in just fine.” Kiki shot a glance at Zoe before holding out an arm to Arlene. “If you’ll come this way?”

Kiki skirted around Max as she headed up the corridor and Zoe fell into step beside her mother.

“Why is Max here?” Arlene asked accusingly. “Mom hates dogs.”

Zoe cast a disbelieving look her way. “I’m not sure that’s true, Mom, Max loves Gamma.”

“She never wanted one when we were kids. We begged her for a dog, and she never agreed to it.”

“That isn’t exactly the same thing, is it?”

“Where is she anyway?” Arlene asked, glancing up the hallway as they came up to Hubert’s bedroom.

“Room 43. But then, you’d know that if you’d visited her,” Zoe said, unable to keep the judgmental tone from her voice.

Arlene gave an unpleasant smirk, as Kiki indicated she should go inside.

“I’m here, aren’t I?” she said coldly, and entered the room as Zoe rolled her eyes at her back.

As the door swung open, Zoe peeked inside, noting that the body was in the same position it’d been in when they’d passed earlier, except for his arm, which now lay along the line of the mattress. Andrina stood beside the window, her expression vacant, the anger gone.

Kiki closed the door from the outside, and Zoe dragged her eyes away, feigning disinterest.

“I hope he’s alright,” she said vaguely, and Kiki gave a weak smile as she headed in the other direction.

Zoe made as if to go back to Lyla’s room, but then stopped once Kiki was out of sight, staying put and straining to hear what her mother was saying.

She could hear the murmur of Arlene’s voice, followed by an answering reply from Andrina, but the words were too quiet to make out. She stepped closer, Max snuffling at the line of the door, whining a little as his paws clawed at the carpet.

“Stop that, Max; you’re gonna get me in trouble.”

As she said that, another figure appeared around the corner, and Zoe straightened as Sheriff Kissinger’s tall form headed toward her. His gait was steady as a rock, pompously arrogant as he swaggered over the carpet toward her, but as he reached her, Zoe noticed that his eyes were bloodshot.

Deputy Walker appeared behind him, moving swiftly, as though trying to catch up.

“Fontaine,” Kissinger sneered. “Yet again, I find you at a crime scene.”

Zoe stared at him as Walker came level with them, the deputy’s eyes furtive and uncertain as she glanced at her boss.

“Crime scene, Sheriff? They just told me someone had fallen ill,” Zoe said coolly.

“Doesn’t change the fact that you’re here when you shouldn’t be. Listening at doors, are you?”

The sheriff looked down, his eyes focusing on Max in confusion.

“Whose dog is that?” he asked.

“He’s mine,” Zoe replied, although his question was odd. Kissinger had seen her around town several times with Max in the past few weeks—evidently, he’d forgotten that fact in his current state. She could smell the alcohol in the air.

“Sorry!” Kiki jogged into view behind them. “I was desperate for the bathroom. Sheriff, thank you for coming. It’s just through here. Are you alright to go back to your grandmother’s room, Zoe?”

Her gaze was frantic, and Zoe took pity on her. Kiki was clearly attempting to keep the news of Hubert’s death quiet, but it would be all around the home come morning now that the sheriff had arrived.

She nodded, heading back to Lyla’s room, hoping to catch some of the conversation as she did so, but the sheriff didn’t say anything more until he went inside the room. Zoe glanced back at Walker before she went inside, and the deputy nodded to her in an almost friendly way before following the sheriff.

After that, there was nothing to do but wait. Zoe wondered whether she should leave and head back to Mrs. Bornstein’s, but when Lyla came out of the bathroom dressed in a frilly, old-fashioned-looking nightgown, she decided to stay and keep her company.

I just can’t get used to how frail she looks.

Lyla couldn’t settle, pacing back and forth and wringing her hands together. Even Max wasn’t able to distract her, and Zoe was growing nervous as the energy between them intensified.

“Gamma, why don’t you sit down, okay?”

Lyla stopped pacing, scratching her arm. “That nurse was there, wasn’t she, in Hubert’s room?”

Zoe patted the bed, and after a few moments, Lyla came and sat beside her.

“Yes, Nurse Dixon was in there with him, but that isn’t so unusual. I doubt they leave the body if they’re waiting for the doctor to arrive. Which is Mom, by the way, she just got here.”

Lyla’s eyes lit up at that news, and she glanced at the door hopefully.

“Arlene’s here?”

“Yeah.”

“Hm, alright. Well, I’m sure she’ll pay us a visit. She can’t avoid me when I’m ten feet away after all.”

“Why are you so worried about Nurse Dixon?” Zoe asked as Lyla picked at her lip, her nails yellow and cracking at the edges.

“Because I don’t trust her,” she replied bitterly. “I’m sure I saw… well, never mind that.”

“No, what did you see? Maybe I can help you keep an eye on her,” Zoe offered.

She didn’t want to encourage wild fantasies, but her grandmother became calmer when she focused on a particular problem. Any distraction, however misguided, felt better than allowing her grandmother to sink into depression again.

“I think I saw her pocket some pills, but I can’t be sure. It was when she was handing out the residents’ medication last night that I thought I saw her empty one into her tunic pocket, but one of the other women got in the way of my line of sight.”

“And you think that she might—”

Zoe stopped speaking as the door opened, and Arlene came in.

Her mother assessed the room, her eyes taking in everything in seconds, resting on the unpacked suitcase for a fraction longer than the rest.

“Hello, Mother,” Arlene said, as Lyla sat up straighter, placing her hands primly in her lap.

“Hello, Arlene. How pleasant of you to join us.”

“Haven’t you helped your Gamma unpack?” Arlene asked Zoe. “It looks like this room isn’t even lived in.”

“It isn’t,” Lyla spat. “I want to live in my home, the place I own.”

Arlene closed the door without missing a beat and shrugged her shoulders as if Lyla had requested a trip to the moon.

“That isn’t going to happen, Mom, so you might as well get used to this place. Live out of suitcases if you prefer, but it won’t get you any closer to that apartment.”

“Mom,” Zoe said with a warning tone as Lyla stood up, her fists clenched beside her.

“What happened to Hubert?” her grandmother demanded.

“Hm? Oh, do you mean Mr. Masterson?” Arlene asked. “He had an existing heart condition. He passed away a few hours ago. They’ll announce it tomorrow morning, but keep it to yourselves for now. I’m sure it’ll cause some angst when it’s shared.”

“There was nothing the matter with him,” Lyla insisted, her eyes shining in the half light from the bathroom.

“Nothing the matter with him?” Arlene said flatly as though speaking to a child. “You mean other than the heart condition?”

“He was fit as a fiddle this evening, chatting and laughing with everyone like any healthy man.”

Arlene cocked her head to one side. “Well, that’s common. These things can strike suddenly without warning in a patient of his age; he’s eighty-three, after all.”

Zoe winced, glancing at her grandmother as Lyla grew stiffer, her posture ramrod straight.

“I hate it here,” Lyla said, and for the first time, it sounded like she was begging. Zoe tensed at the desperation in her voice. For Lyla to beg her own daughter, she must be truly distressed. “I don’t belong in a home, Arlene.”

“You should have considered that before you made your great escape. I had limited options—”

“I could have lived with you!”

“No, you couldn’t. Phil and I work at the medical practice five days a week. There would be no one to care for you.”

“I can look after myself.”

“No, you can’t!”

Zoe cringed at the strength of that statement, and Lyla fell silent, her shoulders slumping as she lowered herself to the bed.

What does that mean? Has something happened to Gamma that they haven’t told me?

“You need to get settled here. This is where you’ll be for the foreseeable future, and I can’t work miracles.” Arlene opened the door, turning back before she left the room. “It’s about time you realized that you brought this on yourself.”

The door snapped shut behind her, and when Zoe turned to look at her grandmother, Lyla looked smaller and weaker than ever.
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By the time Zoe left, it was close to one in the morning. After her mother had departed, Lyla hadn’t been able to settle down at all, raging and fuming about the audacity of her daughter and how Arlene had reneged on everything she had ever promised her.

Lyla wouldn’t be reasoned with; she wouldn’t be cowed, and nothing Zoe said had made any difference. The only positive was seeing her grandmother alive with energy; it was a sign that she was down but not out, and it made Zoe even more determined to try to reason with her mother and move her grandmother somewhere else.

The only thing that finally stopped her Gamma’s endless ranting was Max beginning to whine and cover his nose with his front paws, which he did whenever voices were raised around him. The sight of a tiny animal being afraid of her seemed to snap her grandmother out of her mood, and she had knelt on the floor and taken him into her arms, giving him a stroke and whispering into his ears until Max had calmed down.

Zoe managed to unpack some of her grandmother’s clothing while she was distracted by the dog, and her room started to look a little more homely. It was the lack of color that was the real issue, and Zoe decided to try to get some cheerful blankets, or at least some brighter bed sheets, to lighten things up a bit.

As she left the home, carrying Max in her arms, she had never felt so exhausted.

The sheriff’s car was no longer in the lot, and Arlene had left a few hours before. It was eerie in the darkness as she walked out of the home, the sight of the trees behind sending a chill over her skin as she glanced around.

It was at moments like this that she was grateful to have Max with her, even if he was only a puppy.

Most of the time, she could push the experiences of the past away, but alone in the darkness, the fear came surging back. It was reassuring to feel his heartbeat against her, his warm body cradled in her arms.

Stepping down onto the concrete toward her car, a rush of wind whipped through the night, whisking up some grit from the ground, and she turned away, closing her eyes as she felt the grains bounce across her face.

When she opened them again, she was staring at something on the wall that she hadn’t noticed before. It was a small plaque attached to the bricks beside the entrance, with smart gold lettering printed across it.

Orchard Grove Nursing Home, Linman Group Incorporated, Opened December 2024

She stared at it, Max growing heavier in her arms as he fell asleep, his chin resting on her shoulder.

The Linman Group owns this building?

Just the sight of the name was enough to send her tumbling into the past again, into her own lost investigation, the life she had been forced to abandon—the fear she had lived with for all these weeks.

Zoe glanced back at the dark entrance to the home, moving through the corridors in her mind, coming to stand outside Hubert’s door. Only hours before, he had been laughing and joking with them all, and now, he was gone.

As the wind ruffled through her coat and the night closed in around her, she was reminded how fleeting life was, how fragile.

She stared at the Linman name, stark against the plaque, and felt emotion spiral upward through her chest. For the first time in weeks, it wasn’t fear rising, but anger. She had been hiding for so long, scared of what they might do to her, and each time she hesitated, their influence only grew stronger.

Lifting Max a little further up her chest and holding him close, she made her way to the car, opening the back door and attaching him to the harness.

She closed the door, taking a final look at the imposing building behind her. Ever since she had driven through the gates, it had given her a feeling of unease. And as she looked up at the towering walls, it looked ominous, menacing, and bleak.

What happened here? And why was it empty for so long before they reopened it again?

Getting into her car, she stared through the windshield at the lights of the town ahead of her. She knew in her heart that what she was considering was stupid. The Linman case, her investigation into their background, and their associations with Governor Brett Conway, had only brought her pain and suffering.

A few months ago, she had been rammed off the road by an unknown assailant because she had refused to give up on the story. That experience had hammered the message home, and she hadn’t touched her research since.

But she was sick of cowering in the dark.

Grab life with both hands…

She started the engine and headed for home.
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Mrs. Bornstein’s house was dark when Zoe arrived, and she lifted a sleepy Max from the back seat and tiptoed up to the door, turning the key in the lock as quietly as she could.

She had texted Mrs. B to let her know she would be late and that there were some complications with her grandmother, but she still felt guilty about coming back in the early hours.

Thankfully, she reached her room without disturbing anyone except Satan, who trotted out into the hallway to precede her down the corridor, hopping up on the bed with Max as soon as she was inside her room.

Zoe walked slowly to the stacks of files and boxes opposite her bed, trying to gather the courage she had felt in the parking lot.

It had been a tumultuous year. To deliberately go back to that world where people wanted her dead, where she was uncovering more and more about a case that was making her a raft of enemies, seemed foolish.

And yet… and yet.

She stared at the boxes, picturing what her life would be like if she never opened them again. She would return to DC, focus on her career, climb the ranks, and become the journalist she had always aspired to be—putting the past behind her.

But the thought of giving up on months of research made her chest ache. It would all be due to fear. That was what they wanted. For her to disappear, to hide—to give up.

She opened the box at the top of the stack, her hands shaking, as she pulled out the manila envelope that had been left on her passenger seat.

The thickness of it was familiar between her fingers. She had considered looking at the details thousands of times over the past few weeks, but had stopped herself every time.

I want to do something meaningful with my life. And if they’re trying to stop me, then I must be onto something.

Taking a deep breath, she pulled the papers from the envelope and went to sit on the bed as Satan snuggled up beside her thigh. Max opened one eye, watching to make sure she wasn’t going anywhere, and then went back to sleep.

Zoe still had no idea who had left the documents for her, but she could only imagine it had been someone who wanted to help.

But there’s every chance this could be Linmans sending me down a false trail…

Until she had more information to work with, it was best to believe that everyone involved in the case was an enemy—including whoever had left her the file—at least for now.

She spread the pages out, looking over them with interest, the Linman logo stamped across every sheet like a brand.

It was a series of documents pertaining to buildings and real estate that The Linman Group owned in Sapphire Valley and the surrounding area, including property deeds and title records.

The last sheet was a copy of the deed for the building where the Orchard Grove nursing home now resided. Zoe leaned forward, her stomach turning over as she read through the information. Linmans had purchased the building in 2000, but following the fire, it had remained derelict for several years.

She stroked Satan as he purred quietly beside her leg, rolling onto his back so she could scratch his stomach.

If Linmans had owned the building for that long, why had they waited all that time to repurpose it into something else? Surely, after the fire, it would have made sense to rebuild and generate revenue from it as soon as possible?

The other papers listed smaller properties, many with familiar road names in the town. She grabbed her phone, opening Google in order to find out which businesses owned them now and whether any were still leased through Linmans.

Before she could start looking, however, her phone started ringing.

She almost jumped out of her skin, not expecting a phone call to come through at such an early hour of the morning, but her shock turned to panic as she saw her sister’s name on the screen.

Judy rarely called her, if ever. Their most recent interactions had consisted of Judy forwarding Zoe the bills from her rehab clinic via email. They hadn’t spoken on the phone for a long time and a call at two in the morning certainly wasn’t a good sign.

“Hello? Judy? You okay?” she said, stammering over her words as she fumbled the phone, almost dropping it in her haste, as Satan got up in disgust and jumped down to the floor, beginning to wash himself.

“Zo?”

Zoe settled back into bed, relishing the sound of her sister’s voice. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I didn’t think you’d pick up,” Judy muttered.

“Then why did you call me?”

“I was going to leave a message.”

There was a heated silence, and Zoe plucked at a loose thread on the sheets as she stared ahead, waiting for Judy to explain what she wanted.

“You’re not in trouble?” she asked.

“No more than usual. I’m just awake a lot during the night right now. But I’m still at the center. I promise I’m not wasting your hard-earned cents.”

Zoe leaned against the wall, giving her heart a chance to settle down from its frantic beating.

“So, why are you calling me?”

“I can’t just want to talk to my sister?”

“Has something happened?”

“God, you’re as bad as Mom used to be. No, nothing has happened. I just wanted to find out how Gamma is.”

Zoe sat still for several seconds; her eyes fixed on a point in front of her, but she didn’t see a damned thing.

“How do you know what’s happening with Gamma?” she asked, her chest tightening at the long pause that followed that question.

Judy gave a heavy sigh. “Alright, Gamma texted me about what’s happened. I thought I’d call.”

“She… she texted you?” Zoe said flatly, her head beginning to pound with a headache as her blood rushed between her ears.

Gamma is in touch with Judy? How did I not know that?

“She said she’s in some home in Sapphire now, thanks to Mom. What the hell is going on?”

Zoe stood up, her pulse increasing as she considered the implications of what her sister had just said.

“Judy, you never told me you were in touch with Gamma.”

“Sure I did.”

“No,” she said firmly. “I would have remembered that.”

“Okay, so she texts me every now and then. Is that so bad?”

Zoe ran a hand over her face; the simplistic betrayal in those words hitting her like a gut punch. All these years she had cared for her sister, taking on the burden of her health, of her recovery, believing that she was alone—that no one else in her family cared.

But Lyla knew all along.

She wanted to scream, to throw her phone across the room and smash it to pieces. Over the last year, she had spent countless nights lying in bed, unable to sleep, terrified that Judy would walk out of the rehab clinic and never be heard from again.

Rage thrummed beneath her skin like an old friend, but even as her temper threatened to implode, Zoe felt the familiar walls she had constructed when dealing with her sister begin to rise. There were ways to manage Judy, and Zoe had taken pains to learn them.

Losing her temper and screaming down the phone would not only wake Mrs. Bornstein and get her kicked out of the house, but it could also send Judy spiraling.

Just as Zoe had every other time, she pushed away her own emotions, burying them where they couldn’t be touched, and slowly sat back down on the bed.

“Gamma’s fine,” she said through gritted teeth. “I mean, she’s in a home where one of the residents just died unexpectedly, but she’s alright. She kept walking out of where she was before—”

“Rural Heights?”

“… yeah. Anyway, Mom got her into Orchard Grove at the last minute, but I’m going to see if I can get her moved somewhere else.”

“Good. She shouldn’t be in a home.” What the hell would you know? “Why are you in Sapphire Valley, anyway?” Judy asked.

Zoe leaned against the wall, allowing her own frustrations to dissipate as much as possible. Despite everything, she was still grateful to be listening to Judy’s voice, to know that her sister was alive and well.

“You sure you want to hear this now? It’s almost 3 a.m., and it’s a long story.”

Judy laughed, the same giggle she had had since they were kids. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“Alright, well, strap in, and I’ll explain.”
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Later that morning, Leo was behind the reception desk at the Skywolf clinic, trying to work out where he should file the form he was holding. His receptionist, Nancy Ashwood, had a meticulous and mysterious filing system, and after several years of working with her, he still hadn’t figured it out.

Just as he gave up and placed it on top of her keyboard, she walked back through the door, laden down with shopping bags.

“Hey Nance,” he said as her eyes narrowed at him. “I was just looking for Monty’s file,” he said, already on the defensive. Nancy hated it when he messed with her desk.

She was wearing a bright red knitted sweater with the American flag emblazoned across the front. Leo wondered how many items of clothing she owned that didn’t have something patriotic on them—even her headband was dark blue with stars all over it.

“Give me a second and I can deal with it for you,” she said, heaving the bags around the back of the desk and shoving them under her chair.

“What’ve you been buyin’?” he asked.

“Well, we needed milk, and I wanted to go down to Waldron’s for Adrian’s birthday.”

“Did you buy the whole store?” he joked.

Nancy put her hands on her hips, assessing the bags with a critical eye.

“He’s gettin’ into huntin’ again seein’ as he’s reachin’ retirement, and I guess I thought I’d encourage that. Don’t want him under my feet all day.”

Nancy sat down, taking Leo’s form and placing it beside her to type up later. He held his tongue, knowing it would be useless to tell her to scan it—Nancy didn’t do modernization and even had to be strong-armed into using email.

“You heard about these robberies that keep happenin’?” Nancy asked. “Waldron said some of the stores near his house have been hit. I reckon they’re too scared to try his place, what with all the guns. But I walked in and he was aimin’ a crossbow at the goddamn door!”

“God, really? He better not hurt anybody with that thing.”

“He told me the safety was on, but still. Bunch of teenagers let loose in this town, I don’t get why they gotta vandalize these places, it’s just sick.”

Leo made a mental note to ask Zoe how her investigation was going. The last thing Sapphire needed was Tony Waldron shooting an unsuspecting customer who had come in to buy fishing wire.

They both turned as one of the clinic doors opened behind them and a man emerged holding a very loud parrot in a cage beside him. He was accompanied by Fran Gould, the new nurse at the practice.

“Come back in a few days and I’ll check the bandage for you. It should be fully healed by next week.”

“Thanks, Fran!” he said, shaking her hand, as the parrot began shouting swear words at the top of its voice. The man grimaced, shaking his head as he swiftly made his way out the door.

“Did you teach him some of them words?” Nancy asked Fran with amusement as the nurse came up to the desk.

“Actually, that parrot has taught me a few new ones!” she said with a grin as she glanced at the bags beneath Nancy’s desk. “Oh, you angel, I was gonna head out and get some more milk.”

“It’s no problem, I was on my lunch either way.”

Fran smiled as Nancy handed over the milk, and she headed around the desk and into the kitchen at the back.

Leo and Nancy exchanged a look.

“I like her,” Nancy whispered. “But I sure miss Mel.”

Leo sighed, glancing back at Fran, who had started cleaning away the empty cups and plates in the kitchen.

“Yeah, me too. Fran fits well here, though, she’s really got a handle on things quickly.”

“I knew she was gonna be a good hire when she came in that first day, and that dog threw up right on her shoes. She took it all in her stride.”

“Literally,” they both said together, and Nancy chuckled, patting Leo on the arm.

“How was your date last night?” she whispered, leaning over to him, as Leo’s stomach clenched.

“Jesus, nothing stays private in this town, does it?” he said, not quite managing to keep the irritation from his tone.

“I know Lucy, she’s had a crush on you forever. Don’t worry, she ain’t tellin’ the whole world about it, just me.”

Leo ran a hand through his hair, unsure what to say. “It was good, she’s a nice woman.”

Nancy didn’t say anything for so long that he couldn’t stop himself from glancing over at her.

“That don’t really sound like she stole your heart.”

“After one date? I shouldn’t think so.”

Nancy laughed. “Don’t you mess that girl around, Leo Rowden, or I won’t be your friend any longer.”

“I ain’t messin’ anyone around,” Leo bit out, stung by her tone and the creeping guilt he felt at the truth behind her words.

I’d rather the date had been with Zoe. There, I admit it.

“Hey, hey, I didn’t mean anything by it,” Nancy said, turning toward him, her eyes wide with alarm. “I’m sorry, I’m just protective of Lucy. She’s not had the best luck with men. You’re the first normal one, if I’m honest. The last guy she dated was a creep.”

Leo rolled his shoulders, waving her off.

“Sorry, I didn’t get much sleep last night, guess I’m cranky today. I promise I’ll look after Lucy wherever this thing goes. But it was one date, Nance. Stop pickin’ out rings for us.”

Nancy was about to respond when the door of the practice swung open and Leo found himself grinning from ear to ear at the sight of Violet, Max’s sister, puttering through the gap. She was quickly followed by Arlene Fontaine, who was also smiling fondly down at the puppy as Violet made a beeline for Leo.

“Hey there, Violet,” he said, coming out from behind the desk and greeting the excitable animal who jumped up practically into his arms, giving him wet sloppy kisses as her claws tugged through his hair.

Now why can’t Max be like this? He’s never this happy to see me.

“She loves you more than me,” Arlene muttered, semi-seriously, and Leo laughed.

“Yeah, well, she might not be so happy about seein’ me when she finds out she needs a shot. How’s she doin’?”

“Good,” Arlene said happily, I think she’s gettin’ used to the house now, and Phil sure enjoys havin’ a younger dog around the place. She’s got so much energy, I bet he’ll take her on his runs when she’s older.”

“Why don’t you come on back?” Leo said, standing up. “This shouldn’t take long.”

Violet was bounding ahead of him and practically dragged Arlene through the door by the time Leo entered the clinic room. The puppy seemed to love the vets despite the trauma that had brought her through its doors, and Leo watched her snuffle around the room as he prepared the injection.

“Has Max had his shots yet?” Arlene asked as she lifted Violet onto the table with some difficulty. The puppy wasn’t too big yet, but she was heavy, and Leo put down the vaccine bottle to give Arlene a hand.

“Yeah, I gave it to him at the ranch. He’s always pretty nervous when he comes here, and I don’t want to perpetuate that by stabbin’ him with things when he does show up.”

“He’s certainly a ball of energy. I was surprised Zoe took him to the home, but he seemed happy enough last night.”

Leo paused. “I wondered where she’d got to. I was expectin’ her to drop Max off last night, but she never showed. Wouldn’t answer my calls either. So, she took him to Orchard Grove in the end?”

“Yeah,” Arlene met his gaze, her brow furrowed. “She didn’t tell you what happened?”

Nerves fluttered through him at her expression. When Zoe hadn’t shown the night before, he had put it down to miscommunication, but now the silence from her and the fact that she hadn’t replied to his calls and texts made doubts creep into his mind.

“Uh, no, what happened? Is Lyla okay?”

Arlene scoffed. “Of course. My mother is indestructible. The only thing she wants to talk about is leaving the home.”

Leo paused before saying anything more, tapping the needle to knock out the air bubble and biting his tongue.

“Okay, Violet, girl,” he said to the little dog, who was panting happily, her long legs pattering against the table. “This’ll only sting for a second, okay? You keep strokin’ her, Arlene, and we’ll be done in a jiff.”

He slid the needle into the back of the dog’s neck, and she gave a little whine of pain but otherwise didn’t react. He rubbed the skin as Arlene scratched Violet behind her ears.

“Zoe told me that her grandmother was kicked out of the last home she was in?” he asked carefully. “Is that true?”

“Yeah, she walked out the door thinkin’ it was some kind of hotel. You can understand it from the staff’s point of view, they can’t have patients—I mean residents—wanderin’ off. But Lyla didn’t see it that way. She causes all sorts of trouble and then complains when I have to find a solution.”

“All done,” Leo said, pulling the needle back out again. “So what happened last night?”

“I was called out to the place in the evening. One of the residents passed away, so I had to come by and fill out my report. I would have thought she’d have told you that.”

Leo swallowed, placing the needle in the biohazard bin. “Yeah, guess she must be busy. I’ll talk to her later.”

Arlene lifted Violet down. “Are you and Zoe… I mean I just wondered. She’s always liked you… ever since school.”

Leo felt an infuriating heat start to build at the base of his neck. Arlene had no filter when it came to this topic and had said as much in front of Zoe once before. He didn’t know how to respond other than to shrug.

“We’re good friends, Arlene.”

She gave him a knowing smile. “Uh-huh, well I’m sure if that ever changes, she’ll be just thrilled about it.”

She winked at him as Leo’s irritation spiked—where does this woman get off? It’s like she exists to humiliate Zo, or something.

He saw Arlene out, watching her wrangle the puppy into her car and away, before going back to his office and checking his phone. He had three outgoing calls to Zoe but none coming back in, and she hadn’t replied to either of the texts he’d sent.

Could this be about my date with Lucy?

At first, the idea was absurd, but the more he thought about it, the likelier it seemed. As soon as he had told Zoe about his drink with Lucy, she had headed out the door—was she pretending to be happy for me?

Leo’s guilt grew as a smile spread over his lips—he knew he shouldn’t be pleased about it, but the thought that Zoe was jealous sent a pulse of excitement through him that he hadn’t expected.

For the rest of the afternoon, Leo was in a much better mood.
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Zoe had booked the afternoon off the following day and stopped by Annalise’s to check on the progress of the repairs at the gas station.

Annalise had ditched the Ring system and installed a new camera, which had been fitted by her brother. It resembled something from the 1980s; huge and imposing in the corner of the store, like a gargoyle crouched on the wall.

“Do you think it’ll deter them?” Zoe asked, nodding her head toward the camera as she bought a chocolate bar and a colorful key chain to add to her collection.

“I don’t know, but it’s worth a try,” Annalise said gloomily. “He’s fitted new locks on both doors, too. Apparently, a lot of these crimes are drug-related, kids breaking in and stealing anything they can find to fund their habit, or so the deputy tells me. I still don’t understand why they had to wreck everything as much as they did.”

“I know; I’m really sorry you’ve had to go through all of this. Is it just you in here by yourself most days?”

Annalise nodded. “Yeah. My husband ain’t interested in this business, or me, no more. It’s hard enough gettin’ him to see his kids, let alone coming by the store to help me deal with all of this.”

“If there’s anything else you need, let me know, okay?” Zoe said and scribbled down her number. “I’m staying a few streets over, so if I can help, give me a call.”

“Thanks,” Annalise replied, just as the baby started to scream. “Here we go again,” she said, flicking her hair over her shoulder as she went out the back.

As Zoe returned to her car, she glanced up at the dappled sunlight moving over the mountains. It was a beautiful day, and she was pleased that there were no clouds visible on the horizon.

Her plan was to take Lyla out for a walk and give her some distance from the home, hoping it would help her feel more settled in Sapphire.

The one thing this place has is beauty, even when you hate everything else about it.

Pulling out her phone, her thumb hovered over the unanswered texts from Leo, wanting to tell him about her plans for the day, as she usually would, but unsure how to word it. She knew she had behaved like a child, her irritation over his date with Lucy having morphed into embarrassment over her reaction.

Grinding her teeth at herself, she put her phone on the passenger seat and headed toward Orchard Grove, deciding that was a problem for another day.

Even the building looked beautiful, despite the heavy iron gates out front. The sunlight played along the path and over the trees behind, making it look like a stately home from an English costume drama.

Pulling up in the front lot, she noticed a man standing against one of the walls, staring upward at a crow that was perched on the roof above him. He looked unkempt, his hair a mess, and he was wearing a robe.

Zoe squinted at him, recognizing him as Colin, the man her grandmother had pointed out the night before. She got out of the car, noting the vacant expression in his eyes. She had never interacted with someone with dementia before and wasn’t certain how much he would understand.

“Colin?” she asked.

He started, as he turned, looking at her in surprise.

“Hello, love,” he said pleasantly, and then his eyes found Max, who chose that moment to sit on Zoe’s foot. “And here’s the handsome fella!”

Colin had a hint of an Irish accent, and he bent down, allowing Max to sniff at his hand. The puppy didn’t cower away or retreat; he just looked up at him curiously.

“Is this Hugo?” Colin asked. “You must have brought him with you, did you?”

“Uh, this is Max,” she said uncertainly.

“No,” Colin said, shaking his head and smiling at the puppy. “This is Hugo. Been waitin’ for him for a long time.”

“There you are!” came a voice from inside as Tate Dawson emerged from the main entrance, walking briskly over to Colin. “You gotta stop wanderin’ off, Col, you’re makin’ me worry on the daily over here.”

“Heather’s brought Hugo for me,” Colin said, gesturing at Zoe. “I said she’d be along today.”

Tate’s gaze met Zoe’s as her eyes darted between them in confusion. She didn’t know who Colin thought she was, but Tate’s mouth turned down a little at the corners as he clapped the other man on the shoulder.

“Colin, this is Zoe. She’s come to visit her grandmother. You remember Lyla, she gave you her cup of tea this morning because it was too weak for her?”

Colin frowned, still watching Max. “Is that not Hugo? She was bringing me my dog.”

Tate sighed, putting an arm around his shoulder. “Maybe in a few days, Heather will stop by and bring him for you. I’m sure Zoe won’t mind you stroking her dog in the meantime?”

Colin stepped forward, bending down to do just that.

“There’s a good boy,” he said, and Max panted happily, showing no trace of fear.

“I reckon he thinks you’re his daughter,” Tate said softly, over Colin’s head. “He had a dog when he was younger. He’s been askin’ everyone where it is every day for the past two weeks. It’ll be nice for him to see a bit of this one. I’ve forgotten his name, sorry.”

“Max,” Zoe said, watching as Colin smiled broadly at the puppy. “He can come and see him any time.”

Tate nodded before putting an arm around Colin’s shoulders again and pulling him to his feet, before leading him back inside. Zoe continued on her way to Lyla’s room, following behind them at a distance.

Tate spoke to Colin throughout their walk along the hallway, answering his questions or agreeing with his statements, no matter what Colin said. It was a masterclass in how to have a conversation when one half of the party wasn’t making any sense at all—but Tate just took everything Colin said and responded to it solemnly and seriously.

Zoe felt humbled watching them and decided she would seek Colin out every time she came to the home so he could play with Max.

When she knocked on Lyla’s door, her grandmother jerked it open, pulling her inside and telling her to be quiet before leaning against the wall beside the bathroom and listening intently.

“Gamma, what are you doing?” Zoe whispered, but her grandmother waved her away.

“I think I can hear Nurse Dixon in there.”

Zoe sat on the bed as Max settled beside her, watching her grandmother with his head on one side. Lyla repositioned her ear, moving along the wall a few feet and nearly toppling over her breakfast tray.

“Gamma, I thought we could go out today,” Zoe said steadily, and Lyla quickly pushed away from the wall, turning to her with excitement.

“Out?”

“Yeah. I know you’re not exactly the biggest fan of Sapphire, but we could do one of the lower mountain trails. I’ll get you a coffee from the café in town. It’s a nice walk, and the sun’s out.”

Lyla was already pulling on her shoes. “Yes, whatever you need me to do, I’m coming. Is this to soften me up before you tell me I’m going to have to live here forever?”

“I wasn’t planning on it, no,” Zoe said, standing up and moving toward the door.

“You know, one of the other women was talking about her last night,” Lyla said, pulling on some thick woolen socks.

“Who?”

“Nurse Dixon.”

“Okay, I feel like this is becoming an unhealthy obsession, Gamma.”

“She gave her the wrong pills. It was lucky Terry noticed the mistake, or she could have had all sorts in her system. Did you know that a lot of pain relief contains opioids? No wonder Judy got addicted. They’re so common these days—handing them out like candy.”

Zoe’s anger spiked at the memory of her conversation with Judy, and she nodded, unable to speak.

“What if she’s giving people the wrong pills on purpose and stealing them?” Lyla continued. “She’s so disinterested, why else would she want to work here?”

“There’s no proof of any of this, Gamma. She might simply hate the job. Lots of people hate their jobs.”

“Maybe, but if she did ‘accidentally’ distribute the wrong pills, who’s to say she’s putting them back after signing them out?”

“Gamma…”

Lyla looked at her innocently. “What?”

“Please tell me you’re not planning something crazy, because if this home kicks you out, the next place is gonna be worse.”

“I’m just saying, she has ample opportunity. She does a lot of night shifts.”

“Look, I know you hate it here, but can we just drop this for a bit and enjoy the day?”

“Of course we’ll enjoy the day,” Lyla protested. “But I’m simply making you aware of what I’ve observed.”

Zoe was relieved that Lyla was heading toward the door despite her tirade, and it wasn’t long before they stepped outside, with Max hopping about in front of them, leaping over his own shadow. Zoe knew, though, that she must have inherited her journalistic instincts from her own grandmother. She also knew, in this case, her Gamma wasn’t wrong. Nurse Dixon wasn’t typical. And neither was anything about Orchard Farms.

Lyla took a deep breath, letting it out on a long groan, turning her face up to the sun and closing her eyes. She stretched her arms over her head and spun round on the spot.

“Thank you, Zoe, this is just what I needed. Although I’d prefer green tea over coffee.”

“I’m sure Seth can manage that.”

“Who’s Seth?”

“The owner of the café,” Zoe replied, pointing in the direction they needed to go.

The lower end of the trail wound around the back of the home a short way and then descended toward the town. It was a longer route than if they walked it directly, but it avoided the roads.

As they walked beneath the canopy of the trees, Zoe felt her body relax further and could see that the sunshine and fresh air were already doing her grandmother good. At Orchard Farms, her body language was quite different, shoulders sloping forward, back bent. Out here, she was carefree with a spring in her step.

“Did they tell the other residents about Hubert?” Zoe asked as they walked over the fallen leaves and pine needles. The iron fencing continued around the back of the home and up into the mountains by a few meters, and they followed the line of it toward the main street of the town.

“This morning,” Lyla replied. “He was very well liked; a lot of the people I spoke to were shocked that he had passed away. Don’t you think it’s odd? He might be elderly, but he was so alert last night, that’s what I can’t get my head around.”

“What do you think might have happened?” Zoe asked, more to keep Lyla occupied than anything else.

“Well, what if that nurse gave him the wrong tablets, or doubled the dose by mistake. It wouldn’t be unheard of, would it?”

“Why would she do that?”

“Oh, I don’t know, I imagine she’s incompetent.”

Zoe shook her head. Her grandmother wasn’t going to let it go, and she decided to change the subject before they got into murky waters again.

“I spoke to Judy,” Zoe said, hearing the bitterness coming through in her words.

“Oh, yes?” Lyla asked artlessly.

“She said you’ve been keeping in touch with her.”

There was a long pause. Lyla walked beside her, the sunlight playing over her face as they passed beneath the canopy.

“Yes. Now and again.”

“So, you do have a cell phone then. I don’t even have the number.”

“Oh, that phone is an enigma to me, I don’t really understand how to use it.”

“But clearly you do, enough to message my sister and keep her updated on what’s going on in your life,” Zoe’s voice was angry now, and Lyla stopped, turning, her eyes soft and dark beneath the trees.

“If you have something to say to me, Zoe, I invite you to say it.”

Zoe huffed out a breath, looking down the path toward the town. She hadn’t intended to start the walk like this, or even to bring it up, but the idea that Judy and her grandmother had been in touch with one another all these years grated on her.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” she demanded.

“And when would I have done that?” Lyla asked. “During all the calls we’ve had over the last two years?”

“I could have used your help with Judy. I could have done with someone to talk to, Gamma. I’ve had to cope with this on my own, as the only person supporting her for years.”

Lyla was very still, giving Zoe a long, steady stare that unsettled her even more.

“I could have done with someone to talk to, as well,” Lyla snapped, raising her hand when Zoe tried to protest. “I know how busy you’ve been. Believe it or not, I’ve read every article you’ve ever published. You’re a gifted journalist and I’m proud of you, but you disowned this family just as much as Judy did, and if I’m honest, Zoe, I didn’t think you wanted to talk to me that much.”

Zoe’s mouth hung open, the shame and guilt mixing together until she felt sick with it. A part of her wanted to rail at Lyla and tell her it wasn’t true, but her grandmother was right. She had shut thoughts of her out of her mind because it meant that her life was easier—it was more convenient to forget than to help.

“I’m paying for Judy’s care at the rehab clinic,” Zoe blurted. “And I don’t know how long I’ll be able to keep going, it’s costing me a fortune.”

She shut her mouth, feeling like a failure for admitting that out loud, but the weight that lifted from her shoulders in that moment was phenomenal.

For the first time, she was able to explain her financial predicament to someone who understood the impossible family dynamics Zoe was dealing with.

Her dwindling bank balance had been a source of considerable stress since she returned to Sapphire. The pressure of knowing she had to return to DC, before she was ready to earn a living, had been an anchor around her neck.

Lyla sighed. “I didn’t know that. I always wondered how she was paying for her care. It seems like a good place.”

“It is. The best. She won’t be able to get better anywhere else.”

Her grandmother’s mouth tightened as she took a step forward, and a cold hand rested against Zoe’s wrist.

“Zoe, you know her chances of recovery are slim,” she whispered.

Snatching her hand away, Zoe scoffed derisively. “Well, if it had been left up to everyone else in this family, she would have even less of a chance, wouldn’t she?”

Turning angrily away, she fought the tears that pooled at the back of her eyes. She wasn’t ready to hear that her sister was too far gone to make it. Less than 25% of opioid addicts could kick the habit completely, and most of them had more resources than Judy had available to her. Sometimes the road ahead felt impossibly long.

“Zoe!”

Lyla’s ringing command stopped her in her tracks as her grandmother marched up and came level with her.

“That isn’t fair. I may not have been there in the way you needed me to be, but I’m not my daughter. I didn’t disown Judy.”

They stood in the dim light beneath the trees, both breathing heavily as Zoe struggled to get a grip on her emotions.

“I needed you these last few years,” Zoe confessed. “And I should have taken more of an interest in your life. I’m sorry I didn’t. I’m sorry you’re here and I didn’t f—fight for you.”

The tears she had held at bay began to fall down her cheeks. The burden of everything she had been through in the past few weeks pouring out of her, as if Judy was the trigger for every horrible thing that had existed in her life.

After a few frozen seconds of misery, her grandmother’s arms encircled her, and Lyla pulled Zoe against her tiny frame, squeezing her viciously hard.

“We’ll do better. We have to, or we’re going to end up just like your mother and be utterly unbearable to everyone,” she said vehemently.

Zoe laughed, pulling back gently as Lyla released her, looking at her earnestly. In a tender gesture, Lyla raised her thumbs to Zoe’s cheeks and wiped away the tears that continued to flow.

“Now, are you going to buy me that coffee, or are we going to argue for the rest of this walk?”

“I thought you didn’t like coffee.”

“Well, maybe I’ll try it just this once. For you.”
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The Sapphire Café was busier than usual when they entered. The bright blue tables around the room featured daffodils and tulips in vases at the center of each one, and Seth had rearranged the furniture, grouping some of the tables together to create more space at the counter.

Max stayed behind Zoe, nervous of the mass of people around them, but he couldn’t help sniffing along the line of the counter. Zoe frowned at him as he found a discarded piece of croissant and wolfed it down in seconds.

Seth waved as Zoe entered, his blonde hair scraped back in his usual topknot. It looked as if he’d been spending more time at the gym lately; his muscles were leaner and more defined than they’d been when she first arrived in town.

Lyla seemed happy to be somewhere so lively, and she was looking around the place with interest. A small queue had formed up to the counter, and they stood in line as she admired the cakes.

“Do you want anything to eat?” Zoe asked.

“What’s good here?”

“Can’t go wrong with an almond croissant. Wanna share one?”

Lyla nodded as they came to the register.

“Hey Zoe,” Seth said happily. “The usual?” he asked, already holding one of the largest to-go cups in his hand.

“Yeah, large latte for me. Gamma, you know what you’d like?”

Seth watched her grandmother as Lyla stared up at the boards behind the counter. There was such an array of drinks on offer that she began to look confused.

“What would you recommend for someone who doesn’t like coffee?” Lyla asked, giving Seth the same once over she had given Leo.

Gamma really doesn’t know how to be discreet when checking out a guy.

“You like tea?” he asked, beginning to steam Zoe’s milk.

“I do.”

“Well, I’d say if you haven’t tried one of my chai lattes, you can’t go wrong with that.”

Lyla clearly didn’t have a clue what a chai latte was, but she nodded as they made their way around the side of the counter.

“You had any trouble with these thefts that have been happening?” Zoe asked.

Seth’s expression darkened. “I saw your article about it, and no, not yet, thank God. I just hope they get bored and go target someone else. You know Waldron’s declared war on them, and apparently they pissed in Annalise Parker’s store,” he said, lowering his voice and looking disgusted. “I bet it’s Whistle Falls kids, I can’t believe teenagers in this town would be so disrespectful.”

He handed Zoe her coffee, and she nodded. “I hope you’re right and they give up soon, the damage was awful.”

“Sheriff’s lookin’ into it, or so I hear.” Something about the way Seth said it made Zoe pause; it felt as if he might know something was off with Kissinger, too. The sheriff certainly wasn’t acting like himself lately.

“This is my Gamma, by the way. Lyla Reed, meet Sapphire Valley’s best barista, Seth Bowen.”

Lyla smiled at him as he handed her the order and she was about to turn away when he held up a hand expectantly.

“Have a taste. Seein’ as I recommended it I wanna know if you’re a fan?” he said, looking hopeful. Zoe couldn’t help but smile at the bright-eyed enthusiasm. Seth sure loved his job.

Lyla took a tentative sip and raised her eyebrows, looking down at the drink in surprise.

“Well, my goodness, if that isn’t extremely good.”

Zoe chuckled as Seth looked like all his Christmases had come at once.

“I told you, best barista in this town.”

“In the state,” Seth insisted. “You can come by anytime, Ms. Reed, and I’ll make you another.”

“Thank you, young man, I might just do that,” Lyla said, flicking a look at Zoe as she rolled her eyes.

As they made their way out of the store, Zoe leaned in close. “Gamma, please don’t come here by yourself. Promise me. I don’t want you kicked out of Orchard Grove if you go wandering again.”

“I promise, but I won’t be held responsible if I put in my order with you next time you’re comin’ to see me. This is really good.”

“That reminds me, give me your cell number. It’d be nice to text you now and again, seeing as you and Judy are already doing that.”

They stepped down into the street as Lyla pulled out her phone and handed it to Zoe.

“I have no idea how this thing works, but if you put your number in, I’ll use it. Name yourself something like your favorite grandchild that’ll help me remember when I lose my senses.”

Zoe snorted, bending over the phone and putting in her cell number before handing it back. As she did so, she noticed something further down the street and stiffened. Lyla took back her phone, then followed the direction of Zoe’s eyes.

Leo and Lucy were walking along the street ahead of them in the opposite direction, chatting amiably together. They were both holding coffee cups, but not from the Sapphire Cafe. Leo and Seth didn’t get along, and tended to avoid one another wherever possible.

Lucy looked ethereal in a long rainbow-colored cardigan that Zoe was instantly jealous of, her hair was plaited in a beautiful design with ribbon running through it. Zoe swallowed, feeling faintly ill as she watched them—that is a second date. Goddamn it.

“You alright?” Lyla asked, and Zoe realized she’d been standing still, staring at them for several seconds.

“Sure,” she lied. “I’m fine.”

Lyla nodded. “I thought as much. You and that boy have a history, I think.”

Zoe took a sip of her coffee and turned in the other direction, deciding to take the back roads to avoid running into Leo.

“The town sure looks pretty today,” she attempted, trying to distract her grandmother. “The pansies are gorgeous. Feels like spring.”

Every streetlight had a flower basket attached to it, and they were overflowing with blue petals, adding a beautiful pop of color to everything.

“Those are lobelia and forget-me-nots, you heathen,” her grandmother admonished stiffly. “And don’t change the subject.”

Zoe sighed. “It’s not really history as such. I had an embarrassing crush on him all through high school, and he only vaguely remembered me when I first showed up. He was the quarterback, and I was the geeky journo kid; we never knew each other well.”

“But he’s your friend now, the two of you look after Max together,” Lyla said. She had almost finished her latte already.

“Yeah, but we’re just friends. Like you said.”

“Hm, well, from the way he looks at you, I wouldn’t say that was necessarily true. If I’ve learned anything in life, it’s to agree with what Hubert said. Grab that boy with both hands and don’t let him go.”

Zoe said nothing more as they walked slowly back toward Orchard Grove. As she thought of Lucy’s sparkling, whimsical appearance, she couldn’t imagine anyone less like herself.

Maybe that’s Leo’s type. I wonder what Freya was like.

It felt like the chance to ‘grab’ Leo had long since passed, and anything she had imagined between them was slowly slipping away.
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When they returned to the home, Lyla’s mood soured considerably, and although she thanked Zoe for the walk and the drink, she took her croissant back to her room, telling her she was going to lie down for a bit.

Zoe said goodbye and headed back up the corridor toward the lobby when Tate Dawson emerged from a room ahead of her and came toward her.

“Morning.”

“Afternoon,” he replied, looking at his watch in a way that reminded her of her father.

“How are you doing?” she asked. “I didn’t want to mention it yesterday, but I was truly sorry to hear about Hubert.”

Tate’s gaze met hers, and he grimaced. “Yeah, it’s terrible news. Couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy.”

“I didn’t think you liked the guy.”

“No. Well, I actually knew him, you see. Which helps.”

They wandered through into the large recreation room and through to the terrace where a cool breeze was blowing in from the gardens.

The lawns stretched away from them into the trees, and there were several other residents sitting outside, reading or playing cards on the metal tables dotted around.

“Did you know him? In the Army?”

“He was a Marine, so not exactly. I knew him by reputation.” Tate’s eyes were hard as he stared out onto the lawn. “I suppose I shouldn’t speak ill of the dead.”

“I’ve heard things could get pretty heated between the two factions. Old rivalries and all, like the Army and the Navy.”

Tate laughed. “It’s mainly horseplay. The Marines think they’re the big shots, but we grunts got all the actual work done. It was easier to pretend I hated him ‘cause of that in here.”

“Hated him?” she asked slowly.

Tate gave her a side eye. “Is this an interrogation?”

“Not from me, but I’m curious why you disliked him so much.”

Tate put his hands in his pockets as the sun came out from behind a cloud. There were some murmurs from those around them as the warm rays hit the ground and the air became a much more reasonable temperature.

“Hubert Masterson had a reputation—not a good one. He was ruthless, determined, and uncompromising. If Masterson was part of a unit, you knew he’d stop at nothing to make sure it was a success. I heard stories that’d turn your hair gray about that man. He didn’t give a shit about anyone but himself.”

Tate scratched at his bristly jaw. “I was pretty junior in comparison to him when I retired. I never wanted to be in charge; I was happy where I was. Masterson and the men he associated with were determined to climb to the top, no matter what. He might have seemed like a friendly old man to you, but they’re the ones who are best at hiding their true nature.”

Zoe finished her coffee, surprised by the venom in his words.

“Do you think someone could have wanted to hurt him?” she asked, and Tate turned to her, his whole posture changing.

“What?”

Zoe tilted her head to one side. “Well, you’re describing someone who might have been well-liked here, but who could have had enemies from his past.”

“Well, I wasn’t one of them.” Tate’s tone became menacing. “If that’s what you’re implying, I ain’t about bumpin’ people off in the dead of night. If I got beef with someone, I’d take him in a fight.”

“That isn’t what I said.”

“That’s the trouble with reporters; you never can just talk to someone. You’re always lookin’ for your next scoop.”

“Is that what I’m doing?” she asked, her anger rising at his tone. “Am I not entitled to ask questions when you volunteer information?”

“Yeah, and that’s the last time I’m doin’ it. You want to be a cop, go join them,” he snapped and walked briskly away, his shoulders rigid, his back straight.

Well, where the hell did that come from?

Walking back inside, she threw her cup in the trash and made her way back to her car, wondering whether she should stop in on the sheriff’s department and see if there were any leads on the thefts.

But as she was passing the nurse’s station, she stopped, hearing hushed voices from inside. There was no one else around; all the residents were outside or in their rooms, and the hall was deserted.

“Well, I gotta retrieve it somehow, I got no choice,” came the voice from inside. “If I can get in Masterson’s room, no one will be any the wiser.”

Zoe stopped, peering through the narrow gap left in the sliding screen. It was Nurse Dixon inside, talking to someone out of sight.

“But it’s disappeared, what if someone else found it?”

“Then I’ll deal with it, you don’t need to worry. I’ll make sure it’s not reported.”

Suddenly, a door at the side of the room that Zoe hadn’t noticed opened, and she was caught red-handed, standing eavesdropping as Nurse Dixon emerged, their gazes colliding instantly.

The nurse stopped, smirking at her, one hand still resting on the door handle, the room behind white and stark.

“Is there something I can help you with, Miss Fontaine?” she asked icily, her large brown eyes full of suspicion.

“No, thank you,” Zoe said, her voice coming out a little strained. “I was just dropping my grandmother back and now I’m heading out.”

She walked past her, keeping her pace even and slow, but she could feel the nurse’s eyes on her, all the way back to her car.
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By the time the next day rolled around, Zoe knew she had to do something about the Leo situation and was determined to drop by after work.

Her time at The Chronicle was uncharacteristically busy, as she spent the majority of the day helping Rick restack the archive in the back room.

Trundling boxes back and forth on trollies wasn’t her idea of fun, but it had given her the chance to ask Rick where he had been disappearing to over the past few days. To her dismay, however, he wouldn’t tell her anything about what he was working on.

After an afternoon of gentle questioning, Max had grown so bored that he knocked over one of the larger trash cans, making a huge mess on the floor. After she had cleared it all away, Rick had told her to leave early and stop making a nuisance of herself, and she’d been only too happy to oblige.

After work, she headed to the ranch, determined to make things right with Leo despite her embarrassment over how she had acted.

Max knew immediately where they were headed and had his head stuck through the gap in the window, tongue hanging out in the breeze. Zoe clenched her fingers on the steering wheel, nervous about seeing Leo.

As she drove down the driveway toward the ranch, her stomach twisted as he came out from behind the house, a chicken under one arm, which he placed in a hutch by the back door. He looked up at the car, watching her approach, his expression blank.

As she pulled to a stop, Max was scrabbling at the door in excitement. He loved the ranch and enjoyed scampering about, tormenting the chickens whenever he could.

She got out, opening the door for him, and he bounded over to Leo, lowering his body to the ground as he usually did and crawling over to him as Leo crouched down.

“Hey buddy,” he said with a wide grin. “I missed you, boy!” Max allowed him to gently scratch behind his ears before scampering after some unsuspecting ducks.

Leo stood up, silhouetted in the afternoon sun, a dark plaid shirt highlighting his taut frame and his long legs cocked to the side as he squinted at her from beneath the brim of his hat.

“You lose your phone?” he asked, his voice tight and angry.

“I replied to you,” she said, glancing away.

“Did I piss you off or somethin’? You haven’t brought Max over for a few days.”

“Well, he’s my dog.”

Oh great. Well played, Fontaine.

She fidgeted as he came over to her, but to her surprise, he had an amused smile tugging at his lips.

“You are in a serious mood. What’s the problem? I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about Lucy, I didn’t think you’d care.”

“I don’t!” she protested, and his low chuckle infuriated her even more. “What?”

“Well, I couldn’t think of anythin’ else I’d done that might have pissed you off, but whatever it is I’m sorry. I didn’t like not seein’ you both these last few days. Are you gonna stop poutin’, and come and have a drink?”

“I’m not pouting,” she grumbled, and Leo belly laughed as she followed him inside.

He went into the kitchen as Zoe perched on one of the bar stools, watching Max run to his bed. The momentum of his body caused the whole thing to skid across the floor before he settled down, chewing on a toy happily.

“Do puppies eventually get used to their legs?” she asked, as Max staggered about, falling over himself.

“Eventually, but I think he’s strugglin’ ‘cause of that injury.”

Leo got two cups out, but he was frowning, and after a minute he left the kitchen and walked over to Max.

“It’s okay, buddy. I just wanna look at it,” he said as Max looked up at him warily.

The dog allowed him his usual examination as Leo raised his leg up and down, pressing the joint. Max gave a short, pained whine, and Leo came back into the kitchen, shaking his head.

“Is it worse?” Zoe asked, her heart in her throat.

“Nope. You been keepin’ him out of that stupid carrier?”

“It isn’t stupid, it’s practical, and he went on a walk with me and Gamma yesterday.”

“Oh, so you’ve been talkin’ to some people, then.”

Zoe lowered her head to the bar, even more embarrassed by her childish behavior as he laughed at her.

“Things have been weird at the home,” she said, sitting back up again. “I’ve spent most of my time with Gamma.”

“How’s she doin’?” he asked, the amusement fading from his face. “Your mom came by and told me one of the residents died?”

“Mom came to see you?”

“Violet needed a shot.”

They both looked at Max, the memory of how he and his sister had been found sitting at the front of Zoe’s mind.

“Is Violet doing okay?”

“Yeah, she’s fine. Doesn’t seem to have struggled with the trauma so much. Max seemed to take the brunt of it, but I don’t know why. If Stanfield weren’t in a coma I’d whip his ass.”

He slammed down the sugar, which spilled everywhere, and Leo cursed, going to the basin to get a cloth.

“So who was it who died?” he asked over his shoulder. “Your mom didn’t say.”

“A guy named Hubert Masterson. Gamma told me not to refer to his age like it’s a reason for his death, but he was eighty-three. Mom thinks his heart gave out, but Gamma’s convinced one of the nurses killed him.”

Leo stared at her as he wiped the surface clean. “How did she get that idea? Is she as paranoid as you? I’m startin’ to see a pattern in the Fontaine family.”

“Oh yeah, because when I was paranoid about Stanfield that didn’t pan out at all.”

“You thought it was his brother as I recall, and I’m no better, I didn’t suspect a thing.”

Zoe took a sip of the black liquid he’d placed in front of her and looked down at it in surprise.

“That’s really good,” she said with a smile. “What is it?”

“Yaupon tea, you ever had it?”

“No, what’s it made from?”

“Yaupon holly leaves, I found it at the back of the cupboard. I think my mom made it a long time ago; it’s probably poisonous now because it’s been there for so many years,” he said, flashing a crooked grin.

Zoe saluted him with it, taking another sip. “It’s nice. Thanks.”

There was a short pause as he put the tin away and then returned, leaning against the counter in front of her and picking up his own cup.

“So, how did the date go?” Zoe asked, wanting to know the answer about as much as she wanted to have a tooth pulled. “I saw you with Lucy in town yesterday, too, so it must have gone well?”

Leo’s jaw tightened as he sipped his drink, and he gave a half shrug. “She’s nice. It’s weird. I’ve known her a long time, and… it’s just weird.”

Zoe watched as his eyes took on a faraway look, the pale brown color deepening somehow.

“I had a good time with her. She’s very… cheerful.”

Zoe laughed. “Yeah, she’s always had that effervescent quality to her,” she said, then frowned, shaking her head. “Well, actually, not so much in high school.”

“Yeah, wasn’t she kind of a goth?”

“I’m not sure what she was, but she certainly wore a lot of black and dyed her hair purple. She’s changed a lot.”

“Yeah…” Leo tapped a fingernail against his cup. “It was nice going out with someone again. Although I’ve forgotten how to make small talk.”

“Haven’t we all,” she said softly, taking another sip as Leo watched Max. The dog pattered over and lay down at the end of the kitchen counter, and Leo crouched down beside him, carefully extending a hand to stroke his head. Even that simple action was amazing progress, and Leo looked back up at her, his expression elated.

For a brief moment, Zoe imagined her life taking a different turn, that instead of Lucy, he had taken her on the date and that she was sitting in the ranch as her home, instead of visiting.

The thought wasn’t an unfamiliar one—ever since she’d first set foot on the ranch, she’d felt safe, as if she’d been there many times before and it was a home away from home.

“I should head out,” she said hurriedly. “But I’m glad it went well; I’ll call you tomorrow.”

“See you, buddy,” Leo said as Max bounded over to her. “Let me know if your grandmother needs anythin’, I’d be happy to stop by if you don’t have time one day.”

“Thanks, Leo.”
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As she drove back through town, she mused on what Leo had said. She couldn’t imagine how it would feel to date again after losing someone you loved, but in spite of her own feelings on the matter, she was happy for him—in principle.

I just wish it were someone other than Lucy. She’s too pretty for her own good.

As she turned right along the road in front of the Sapphire Café, her attention was caught by the sheriff’s car ahead. She would normally have driven past as quickly as possible, but Max, for the first time ever, started barking loudly out the window.

Zoe slowed down, as he began to jump up, his paws pressed against the glass. Such a display was unusual for him, and it piqued her interest. That was when she noticed Kissinger beside the car. There was another man in front of him, bent double over the hood, and Kissinger was handcuffing him.

She knew she should drive past, and it was none of her business, but when she saw the cart abandoned on the sidewalk, she realized who it was the sheriff was arresting.

Pulling in behind them, she got out, and as soon as the car door was open, she could hear Mateo shouting at the sheriff to let him go. Zoe ran over, and as Kissinger saw her, he grimaced.

“What the hell do you want?”

“What’s going on? Why are you arresting him?” she asked as Mateo tried to buck back against the sheriff’s heavy body.

Kissinger was struggling to get the handcuffs on his wrists, and when Zoe got closer, she could see why. He was squinting down at Mateo, his fingers moving in an uncoordinated way as he fumbled with the handcuffs.

“Stay out of this, Fontaine, or I’ll be arresting two people instead of one.”

Zoe looked across the street as the door to the Sapphire Café opened, and suddenly Deputy Walker was bolting across the road, two cups of coffee in hand, her eyes laser-focused on Kissinger.

She sprinted in front of a car that was coming down the street, a horn blaring as she waved an apology, stepping onto the sidewalk. She put the cups on the roof of the car, almost toppling one in her haste as she came around the side to stand next to her boss.

“What’s the problem, chief?” she asked, looking down at Mateo, who had gone very still.

“He insulted me!” Kissinger fired back, his words slurred and angry. “He’s a lyin’ sonofabitch!”

“I didn’t say nothin’!” Mateo shouted.

“Lyin’ about what, Sheriff?” Walker asked, her voice incredibly calm.

“He shouldn’t be on the street,” Kissinger said, and Mateo grunted as the sheriff half toppled forward, his weight pressing against Mateo’s back.

“Sheriff, let him up, it’s alright. I’m sure he didn’t mean nothin’ by it,” Walker said as Mateo glanced at her. Zoe stepped forward, and the sheriff looked between them like he was being hunted.

“He’s blockin’ a public walkway!” Kissinger thundered, nodding to Mateo’s cart behind them, but his grip was loosening.

“I’ll move his cart,” Zoe said quietly, catching Walker’s eye, who nodded in thanks.

“Let him up, Sheriff,” Walker stated firmly, and Kissinger finally backed off. Walker moved her body between the sheriff and Mateo, pulling him to his feet and steadying him gently.

“Sorry, sir,” she murmured. “I’m sure this was just a misunderstanding.”

Mateo glared furiously at Kissinger but shuffled out of the way without a word. Zoe stood beside his cart as he walked up to her, his eyes sunken and hopeless as he took hold of it with obvious relief.

Walker gave Zoe a long look as the sheriff adjusted his uniform, pulling up his belt as he got in the passenger seat, and Walker swiftly got in the car and drove away, forgetting the coffees on the roof in her haste. They whisked off the top and bounced onto the road, spilling their contents everywhere.

Zoe looked for oncoming traffic before heading out onto the road and picking them up, then pouring the remnants down the sewer drain. She turned as Mateo began to move away, his cart squeaking softly as he pushed it toward an alleyway ahead.

“You alright? Did he hurt you?”

Mateo turned to her, a strange look in his eye. Zoe hesitated, disquieted by it. For a long moment, she stared into those dark eyes, seeing an intelligence and a calculating quality that she hadn’t noticed before.

“All I did was walk by him,” Mateo said, spitting onto the floor. “He got out of his car and started hollerin’ at me. Dumb asshole.”

Zoe put one cup inside the other, looking up the street after the cop car, unsure what to say. Kissinger had always been a bully, but she couldn’t understand why he would target Mateo—something wasn’t right with him.

As she stepped back onto the sidewalk, Seth emerged from the café, looking after the sheriff’s car in confusion.

“You need anything?” Zoe asked Mateo, but he just shook his head.

“Thanks for stoppin’. That your dog goin’ nuts inside that car?” he asked.

“Yeah, I’ll deal with him in a sec.”

“You alright, Teo?” Seth called, jogging over to them as Mateo waved him off.

“Leave me be, I ain’t done nothin’.”

He pushed his cart away toward the stores beyond and turned right down the alleyway, out of sight.

“Did you see all that?” Zoe asked Seth, and he nodded, looking down at the cups in her hands.

“Was it just me or did Kissinger not look… uh…”

“Sober?”

“I was gonna say in his right mind… was he drunk?”

“I think so, the other day I ran into him at the gas station when Annalise got robbed, and he was the same—not his usual charming self.”

Seth swallowed. “He was the one drivin’ their damn car,” he said darkly, his tone angry now, his jaw clenched as he kept his eyes on the end of the street.

Zoe watched the rear lights of the sheriff’s car disappear, jolting slightly when Seth took the cups gently out of her hand.

“Wanna come inside? You can bring Max with you. I’m shuttin’ up shop anyhow. Take a load off.”
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The café was empty when they entered, and Seth closed the door, flipping the open sign to closed.

“Take a seat, you want a coffee?”

“Yeah, if you have decaf that’d be great, or I’ll be awake all night.”

“Sure,” he said, skimming a hand over the counter as he got out a jug to froth the milk.

“You sure you wanna carry on making drinks after the store is closed? It feels like you should take a break.”

“Hah, yeah. I guess I should, but I don’t mind for my favorite customer.”

Zoe laughed. “Uh-huh, I’ll remember that next time I come in and expect you not to charge me.”

“You eaten? I got plenty of cake left over.”

“I wouldn’t say no to a slice of your lemon drizzle,” she said, looking at the cakes and pastries that remained beneath the glass display. “What do you do with everything that’s left?”

“I usually drop it down at the shelter, but sometimes I’ll find Mateo and hand it to him. He distributes it around the neighborhood for me.”

“You know there’s a monthly homeless community feed up at the church, right?”

Seth made a face. “Yeah, but Leo goes to that, I don’t wanna muscle in on his territory.”

She chuckled as he flexed his bicep at her proudly—yep, Seth has definitely been going to the gym.

He sauntered over, placing a cup and saucer in front of her, instead of the to-go cup she’d been expecting. Zoe swallowed. He’d sprinkled a heart into the foam.

Oh shit.

“You want some water for Max? Let me get you a slice of that cake, too. If you’re free after this and wanna come with me, we could drive over and take everything with us. Teo’s usually under the Carmichael bridge at this time of day. It’d save me a trip if you got your car, I usually go on foot, and it’s a bit of a walk.”

Zoe nodded, warming to the idea. “Sure. It would be good to see that side of the community. I’ll bet a lot of people in Sapphire like to pretend that homeless people don’t exist.”

“I wish there was more I could do, but the mayor definitely doesn’t want to make them feel welcome. They installed a bench in the park they call ‘anti-homeless,’ whatever that means, with a bar down the center that prevents people from sleeping on it.”

Zoe nodded. “They have those in DC.”

He sat opposite her, holding out a cake fork. It was a delicate cream color with spots all over it. He had one for himself too, and she realized they were sharing the cake.

“Speaking of DC, didn’t you say that you’re only here temporarily? This mutt got you thinkin’ about stayin’?” he asked, looking down at the dog.

Max was drinking sloppily out of his bowl, keeping a wide berth between him and Seth, but seemed calm enough.

“I’m not sure,” she confessed. “I was looking at some apartments online last night and they’re so expensive. I have a place in DC, but staying with Mrs. Bornstein has shown me how crappy it was. It’s nice having my own bathroom.”

“Holy Jesus, I could not share a bathroom. How many people is that with?”

“Three. But they’re all women, which helps. No forty-five minute stints on the can.”

He laughed, scooping up the last bite of his half of the cake.

“You want some more? You seem hungrier than I am,” she said, pushing the plate toward him.

“Nah, I want to impress you with my cooking, so you keep comin’ back.”

He smiled a little shyly, and Zoe felt a flutter in her stomach at the look in his eye. It certainly made a change to have a guy interested in her again. It was nice, having Seth’s attention solely on her after watching Leo with Lucy.

They sat together, chatting easily about the old days at Sapphire Valley High School and laughing about her early days as a reporter for their school newsletter. Seth had been in the same year as Zoe, but they’d moved in very different circles.

She was a geek, loved journalism, and hung out with the likes of Lucy—an emo chick with an attitude—and Seth had been on the football team. She remembered him as one of the cool kids, but he’d never captured her attention like Leo did.

“You sure you don’t mind comin’ with me on the delivery?” he asked a little while later. “I’m happy to go on foot.”

“Of course I don’t mind,” she said with a smile.

Seth grinned. “It’s been nice spending some time with you one on one. You’re real different from when we were kids.”

“Well, so are you.”

He blushed, glancing away, and Zoe couldn’t quite read the expression that flickered over his face.

“So… did we just have our first date?” Seth asked. He was so endearingly uncertain of himself, she could only laugh.

“Sure, why not?”

He beamed at her as he removed his apron and folded it neatly on the counter. “Well, that’s about made my week. If you can give me thirty minutes, I’ll get all this boxed up.”

“You want help?”

He turned back from heading into the kitchen. “Sure. Will the dog be okay out here alone? He can’t come out the back.”

“I think so, if he gets upset, I’ll come and sit with him.”
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About forty minutes later, they had loaded several boxes of paninis, sandwiches, and cakes into the trunk of her rental. Zoe had turned bright red when she opened it up, only remembering she had shoved all the other crap from the back seat inside it when she’d gone to pick up her grandmother.

“Whoa,” Seth said, chuckling good-naturedly. “You’re worse than my sister.”

“Oh my God, sorry, I had totally forgotten about all this.”

“Let’s get a crate from the back, we can transfer all this temporarily into it and if you drop me back to the shop you can grab it on your way back. Is that ok?”

“Yes, sure. Man, I had forgotten how much coffee I drank.”

“Do I see a few from Sam’s place in here?” Seth asked indignantly, referring to the café across town, which Zoe sometimes frequented. “I can’t believe you cheated on my coffee.”

Zoe laughed, waving him off playfully as they piled several cups into a nearby trash can and put the rest of the contents of the trunk into a wooden box, which they left inside the café.

Once all the cakes and sandwiches were loaded, she got Max settled in the back, who was very interested in the trunk all of a sudden, and she and Seth set off.

It had been a while since she had driven to the west side of town. It wasn’t exactly rough, but it had a more rundown feel to it, with several wire fences surrounding the houses, and a few dilapidated trailers scattered throughout.

The bridge they drove to was heavily graffitied, and if she had been alone, Zoe probably would have put her foot on the gas and driven through as fast as she could.

There were puddles of liquid on the ground, but it hadn’t rained for a few days, and thick grass and weeds had grown upward through the sidewalk. There was trash everywhere and several of the streetlights were out.

She glanced at Seth uncertainly.

“Don’t worry. I’m welcome here because I bring them food.”

As Seth said those words, Mateo appeared from beneath the bridge and grinned when he saw Seth through the window. Zoe pulled up and they got out, leaving Max in the car.

“Well, hey there,” Mateo said. He had a West Virginia accent but was surprisingly well spoken. Zoe was reminded that she had played with the idea of asking him for an interview a while back, but decided now still wasn’t the time.

“Hey Teo, do you know Zoe?”

“Sure, Zoe Fontaine, right?”

Zoe’s eyes snapped to him. “That’s me.”

Seth popped the trunk and began pulling out the boxes.

“Wow, big haul today, you get worse at cookin’ or somethin’?” Mateo asked.

Seth, who had been in the act of passing him a box, pulled it back again. “I could just keep it,” he replied, and Mateo cackled loudly.

More shadows were emerging from behind the bridge, and a young boy approached them, with others hovering in the background.

“Do you distribute the food around to everyone?” Zoe asked.

“Much as I can,” he said vaguely. “Hey Gus, come an’ give me a hand,” Mateo called, and the teenager, Gus, walked over.

He looked as if he’d been in a fight, a nasty bruise over one eye and a shifty look about him. He kept his hood up the whole time.

Mateo handed over a few boxes in a stack, and Gus grabbed them, hightailing it back toward the bridge.

“He new?” Seth asked.

Mateo nodded. “He showed up a few weeks ago. No one knows where he came from. Disappears and reappears when he wants.”

Zoe’s eyes followed Gus’s loping stride as he disappeared under the bridge.

“How old is he?” she asked.

“Won’t say. But he ain’t eighteen yet, pretty sure he got kicked out of his home. He won’t say much to me, but he sure has an appetite.”

Seth handed the last of the boxes over, and Mateo saluted him, then headed back in the same direction as Gus.

“That’s it?” Zoe asked.

“That’s it. They don’t want to be bothered, but they’re grateful for the food. So much of this stuff goes to waste; I want to be able to give something back. But it doesn’t seem like much, does it?”

“No, I didn’t mean that. It’s great what you’re doing. I just… I don’t know what I meant, really. I suppose it’s just sad to see them all here.”

“It is. Mateo’s happy on the street, but kids like Gus? Who knows what his story is? It’s never anything good if they ain’t got a home to go to. Come on, let’s head back, it’s gettin’ dark.”

After she dropped Seth off and retrieved the items from her car, Zoe drove back towards Mrs. Bornstein’s place, feeling unsettled. She was accustomed to seeing bodies lining the streets in DC and felt naïve for having believed that places like Sapphire didn’t have the same problem. It certainly seemed like the number of homeless people had increased since she was a kid.

Maybe I just didn’t pay attention.

As she was turning into Mrs. Bornstein’s street, her cell came through the car display with her boss at the Washington Express’s name blazing brightly on the screen.

“Hey Tripp!” she said, happy to hear from him. “How’s it going?”

“Hey Zoe, I wasn’t sure if I’d get a hold of you. How’ve you been?”

“Fine, fine. Same old thing, really.”

“Just chasing down murderers in the mountains?”

“Yeah, exactly. Business as usual. What’s up?”

“Do I need a reason to call?”

“Usually, yeah,” she replied quickly. “You texted me this morning anyway, so the fact that you’re calling is suspicious.”

Tripp scoffed. “Alright, fine. I just wanted to ask again when you’re coming back. We have had some all-staffs, and things are getting pretty crazy here. We could use the best we have.”

“And that’s me, huh?”

“You know it is.” She was so taken aback by his sincere tone she couldn’t think what to say. “Listen, Jarvis has been asking. And you know what he’s like. I don’t want to put any pressure on you…”

“But…?”

“But you’ve been gone for six weeks, and we agreed on a medical leave of eight. If you’re not planning to come back, HR has been on at me. I need a date from you. If it turns into longer than twelve weeks, they’ll review your pay, and it might, uh, well, they’re saying they might terminate your contract.”

Zoe’s heart started beating madly. “Six weeks isn’t exactly an eternity. I was nearly murdered, remember?”

“I know, I know. It’s hard to keep the cogs spinning without having seen you. I’ve made the case and explained everything you’ve been through, but it can’t be indefinite, Zoe, I’m sorry.”

She rubbed her clammy palms against her thighs. She couldn’t afford to lose her job and thought she’d have more time to decide on it all. With everything involving her grandmother, Max, and Leo, she’d been sitting back, enjoying life, and had kept thoughts of DC as far in the back of her mind as she could.

Max started straining against his leash in the back and whimpering.

“Is that a dog?”

“No, no. It’s one of the cats, you know how my landlady has a crazy number of cats? Listen, Tripp, I appreciate the call. Let me think about it, and I’ll be in touch soon. Text me if things get tight with Jarvis, don’t take any crap for me.”

“Alright. Like I said, I don’t want to pressure you, I’m sorry. There’s a lot going on over here right now.” His words sounded ominous, and she swallowed.

“Is the paper in trouble?” she asked. She knew so many people getting laid off, the idea that the paper was struggling wasn’t exactly unexpected, but it didn’t help her state of mind.

“Not yet, or at least not that I’m aware of, but things have been hectic. Give me a call next week, okay?”

“Yeah, will do.”

She hung up, got Max out of the car, and stood in the darkness, looking up at the shadows of the mountains, letting the breeze blow through her hair.

If Tripp had called a few weeks back, she would have returned to DC like a shot. Now, it all seemed uncertain, and Max was an extra layer of complication she had added for herself. What with the rehab clinic and everything else she would have to pay for, the idea of losing her job filled her with fear.

The Chronicle didn’t pay enough to sustain her, and her savings were dwindling. It felt as if the universe was telling her to go back to DC, but something tugged at her mind and would not let go. She hadn’t expected to enjoy being back, yet she did.

But then, a lot of that is because of Leo, and it looks like he’s moving on with life—without me.
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The following Saturday, Zoe headed to Orchard Grove, hoping that her grandmother would be in better spirits. She had texted her brother a couple of times, asking if he wanted to go with her, but received no reply.

Phil had never had much of a relationship with Lyla, but the lack of any response was getting on her nerves. He can’t even drive a couple of miles to see her?

When she pulled up, Kiki was outside tending to the flowers in the pots beside the front door. They were a cheerful array of tulips, and Zoe approached just as Max ran forward and stuck his nose inside one of the blooms.

“Sorry,” she said, pulling him back. “He’s excitable today.”

Kiki smiled down at the dog and then looked up as the sun came out from behind a cloud.

“You know, I thought there was gonna be a storm later, but I figure it might burn off if it keeps this up,” she said happily.

“I can’t wait for the summer,” Zoe added, looking up at the dark gray lining on the clouds. “I guess it hasn’t rained in a while, though, Sapphire is one of the few places I’ve been to which looks just as pretty in the rain as it does in the sunshine.”

“Have you thought any more about whether you’ll stick around? You mentioned you were looking for a place; I hope you’ve had more luck than me.”

Zoe blew out a frustrated breath. “I’ve been searching online for a one-bedroom place, but most of them are out of my price range.”

“Tell me about it. It looks like there will be a lot more going up, though. My friend works at the mayor’s office, and they’re about to break ground on the lot on Lincoln Place? Although it’ll be a few years before they’re habitable.”

“Oh yeah? It’s about time.”

Zoe made a mental note to tell Leo. That road was directly behind the clinic, and the lot had sat empty for years.

“Where did you live before you came to Sapphire?” she asked, and Kiki gave a strange little smile.

“Oh, I was all over the place, never really settled anywhere. Moving here was about having a new start. Forgetting the past and moving forward with the future.”

There was an odd quality to her voice, and Zoe suspected her journey to Sapphire hadn’t been a smooth one.

Kiki suddenly gasped as her gaze was caught by something on Zoe’s left and when she turned, she saw Colin standing on the pathway staring at them with a frown.

“Colin?” Kiki said with alarm. “My God, how on earth did he get out of the garden on his own?”

Kiki placed the watering can on the ground and waved to get Colin’s attention. He was staring at a crow on the roof again, his gaze brooding and unimpressed.

“Colin?” Kiki said stepping toward him. “It’s Kiki. Wanna come inside with me, I thought you were sitting in the garden this afternoon?”

He made a shuffling few steps toward her, glancing up at the sky.

“Looks like rain,” he said, approaching them unsteadily, and Zoe moved quickly forward, with Max pulling at the leash.

“Oh, hello there, young man!” Colin said as Max jumped up against his legs. “What an honor it is to see you again.”

Colin’s whole face transformed from confusion to joy in seconds.

“You know, I used to have a dog of my own,” he said, leaning forward and whispering to Max as if it were a secret. “I walked him every day, even when it was snowing. I lived in Canada, and it snowed a lot.”

“Would you like to take him for a walk now?” Zoe asked, and Colin’s eyes were shining with excitement.

“Oh, I would like that if you don’t mind.”

“Not at all, you and I can walk to my grandmother’s room together. I know she’ll be happy to see you. Shall we walk in together?”

“Thanks, Zoe,” Kiki whispered. “I better go check how he got out here, they’re not supposed to be able to leave the garden without supervision.”

“I’ve got him, you carry on.”

Zoe looped her arm in Colin’s as they began to walk inside. Max seemed to have a sixth sense not to pull on the leash too hard, as if there was an aura surrounding Colin that somehow signposted his vulnerability.

They made their way into the lobby, and Zoe allowed him to lead, taking in the line of the walls and the old-fashioned arched ceiling. She wondered why The Linman Group had chosen this building for a nursing home. It seemed strange that the upper floors weren’t being used at all.

She was determined to find out more about the building itself. The documents that had been left for her suggested that Linmans had owned it for over twenty years. She tried to think of any reference to it from her youth, but all she could remember was her friends saying it was a spooky place to cycle past and that the gates were hardly ever open.

That sounds like teenage hokum now that I come to think about it.

They had made their way along the hallway and toward her grandmother’s room, but before she realized what he intended to do, Colin had opened a door to his left and walked inside.

“Oh, Colin, this isn’t your room, I don’t think. Yours is along the way there.”

But she stopped speaking as she took in her surroundings. Colin had opened the door to Hubert’s bedroom, and the picture that greeted her was not what she had expected. Max began whining pitifully and backed up, sitting down beside Colin, disquieted by the place.

“Lots of people have been in here the last few days,” Colin murmured, his eyes moving around the room. “He died here.”

“He did. I’m sorry, it must be hard. Let’s go back outside, alright?” Zoe said, but stopped as more details began to catch her eye.

The bed had been stripped, and it smelled of disinfectant and cleaning products. Zoe couldn’t help a shiver as she looked at the bare walls. There was very little left in the room, except a number of photographs piled on a side table. There was some bubble wrap lying over the top, but something about what was underneath looked odd.

“No, no, not under there.”

Zoe turned to find that Max was trying to crawl under the bed, with Colin pulling him back ineffectually.

“Max!” she said, bending down to grab his harness. “Come out of there, buddy.”

She pulled him along the carpet, his whining increasing as he came out into the open again. Zoe held on to him tightly to show that he was safe, but as she pulled him from beneath the bed, she noticed something on the floor underneath.

Several pieces of pale pink paper were scattered beneath the bed, ripped into pieces as if a larger letter or document had been torn up. Curious, she scooped some of them up, bringing them out into the light and examining them as Max struggled to get free.

It looked as if someone had written something on the paper, there were pen impressions all over it and lines of ink marring the surface, but it was unclear what it said. She was about to go under the bed and get the rest when Nurse Dixon stormed into the room.

“Not again!” she said angrily, grabbing Colin’s wrist with a grip that looked too tight to be reasonable and yanking him back toward the door. “What have I said about you wandering off? You’re going to get me in trouble, Mr. Villiers, if you keep walking away and going places I can’t find you.”

Zoe stuck her hand in her pocket, releasing the papers and zipping it back up as she rose to her feet, struggling to contain Max, who was trying to escape even more determinedly with Andrina’s angry voice in his ear.

Colin stood his ground, pulling back against the nurse.

“I’m walking my dog,” he insisted.

“You don’t have a dog, Mr. Villiers,” she said coldly.

“This is my dog,” he stated firmly, and the nurse’s only response was to pull harder on his wrist.

“It’s alright, Nurse Dixon, I can take him to his room—” Zoe offered.

The nurse’s eyes narrowed, and she raised her eyebrows. “Oh, yes? That your job is it, Miss Fontaine? Last I looked, you were a visitor to this place, just like everybody else, and this gentleman is not your business. Mr. Villiers, come with me, please, or I will call Nurse Templeton and see what she has to say.”

Colin looked back at Zoe forlornly, handing over the leash, utterly confused as Andrina pulled him from the room. She had acrylic nails on her fingers that seemed inappropriately long for her position, and Zoe could see her thumbnail digging into the flesh at Colin’s wrist.

“You shouldn’t be so rough with him!” Zoe blurted out as Andrina stalked from the room. The nurse turned, scoffing under her breath.

“I would suggest you leave me to do my job, Miss Fontaine, and I’ll leave you to do yours. You don’t have a clue what you’re talkin’ about. Mr. Villiers is a wanderer; he gets up and walks down the halls at night when everyone is sleepin’. I am tryin’ to make sure he doesn’t do any mischief. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a job to do.”

She pulled Colin out of the room, and Zoe watched her go, seething with rage at her attitude. Her grandmother was right, Nurse Dixon really seemed to hate her job.

Zoe waited to ensure she was gone, then sank to her knees, reaching beneath the bed and grabbing the remaining pieces of paper, shoving them into her pocket before leaving the room and closing the door behind her.
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On the following Monday, Zoe spent most of the morning researching a scam that had targeted several residents of the town.

She had first been alerted to it by Nancy at Leo’s clinic, who was the queen of conspiracy theories, didn’t trust technology, and hated cell phones. On this occasion, however, she’d been listening to some patients talking while they were waiting for their dogs to be seen, and she grew suspicious of a text they’d both received.

It appeared that a fraudulent roofing firm local to Whistle Falls was targeting elderly residents with fake consultations in order to scout out their homes and later burglarize them. Zoe was relishing the moment she could expose them—it might even make the front page if Rick agreed.

He was out when she had arrived that morning, however, and still hadn’t returned. She had called him a couple of times, but Bean had told her he was ‘working on a case’.

The mere idea that her absentee boss might be following a story had intrigued her more than anything else about the scam case, and she was eagerly awaiting his return when the door opened, but it wasn’t Rick who came into the office; it was Deputy Walker.

Bean, who had been walking toward his desk, his fourth coffee in hand, did a one-eighty as soon as he noticed the cop, and headed straight back into the kitchenette.

They were the only two people in the office, and Walker made straight for her. She looked extremely awkward and out of place, her badge flashing as she reached her desk.

“Hi,” she said vaguely, not looking Zoe in the eye.

“Uh, hi Officer, is everything okay?”

“Sure,” Walker rubbed her ear against her shoulder. “Uh, could I talk to you for a sec?”

Zoe held back a smile as Bean leaned around the corner of the kitchenette to see if Walker had gone and then disappeared again.

If that kid has weed on him, it’s his own fault.

“Sure, let’s go outside.” She grabbed Max’s leash and followed Walker out.

The rain that had been threatening at the weekend had descended, soaking them for much of the day. The pleasant patter of raindrops accompanied them as they passed the reception desk and out under the narrow overhang outside the building.

There were puddles forming all over the ground and Zoe didn’t like the look of the mass of black cloud moving in from the south.

Looks like the storm is settling in for the night.

Walker edged away from the main door, glancing upward so as to check they were under cover, and then stood beside the wall waiting for Zoe to join her.

They had rarely spoken one-on-one, and Zoe wasn’t entirely sure how this would go.

“Thanks for comin’ out here, sorry, I forgot about the damn rain.”

“It’s okay, what can I do for you?”

“Your dog is adorable,” Walker said, but made no attempt to approach him.

Zoe smiled. “Well, puppies are a handful.”

Walker’s smile faded. “He’s one of the ones that was out at Chase’s cabin, isn’t he?” she asked, her lips thinning.

“Uh, yeah. Leo rescued him and his sister.”

Walker shook her head. “I never got a chance to talk to you about all that. I’m not too proud to admit that finding out my partner was the complete opposite of who I thought he was shook me a lot. I should have talked to you about it before now, I’m sorry. In hindsight, there were signs I missed that I’ll never ignore again.”

Zoe shook her head. “It wasn’t your doing, Walker, and, besides, Stanfield fooled a lot of people.”

Walker gritted her teeth. “That’s part of why I came to talk to you today. Listen, I know this is askin’ a lot, but I’d really appreciate it if you wouldn’t mention what happened with the sheriff to anyone else. He’s been pretty erratic lately.”

Zoe opened her mouth to speak, but Walker held up a hand.

“I’m not brushin’ it under the carpet. I want you to know that. Kissinger was drivin’ drunk, and that ain’t gonna happen again.”

“Good to know. Is he okay?” Zoe asked.

Walker gave her an assessing look. “I know you ain’t never gotten along. He’s not an easy man to like, but he’s got a good reputation. He’s comin’ up to retirement, I think this stuff with Ch—Stanfield threw him off. He never expected one of our own to be a killer, and when he found that out, things started to go south.”

Walker leaned against the wall, looking altogether more human and less imposing.

“I know he’s not exactly friendly to you when he sees you, and you don’t owe him a thing, but all I want is to get him through to the summer. He’ll receive his pension and a big send-off from the higher-ups, and that will be that. I don’t want a fifty-year career to be ruined by the last few months.”

Zoe tightened her fingers around Max’s leash, uncertain how to respond. On the one hand, she disliked Kissinger and knew if the boot were on the other foot, he wouldn’t hesitate to accuse her of everything under the sun. On the other, Walker had agreed to help her with the theft investigation and was being a lot more civil to her.

Always stay on the right side of law enforcement.

“I won’t say anything,” she said eventually. “Not that I was planning to. He’s not going to get behind the wheel of a car anytime soon, is he?

“Not if I can help it. I swear I didn’t know how drunk he was until he tried to arrest that homeless man. He’s good at hidin’ it, which I guess is more worryin’ than anythin’ else.”

They both contemplated that thought for a few seconds, Walker’s eyes moving up into the mountains as she shifted her weight.

“So… Kissinger is reaching retirement, then? Can’t say I’ll be sorry to see him go,” Zoe said. “You thinking of following in his footsteps?” she asked, and Walker almost smiled, her thumbs curling into her belt.

“There’s a few deputies who want the job. I don’t got the best rep now, missin’ everythin’ with Stanfield, but I’ll go for it.”

“You’d have my vote,” Zoe joked. “I imagine it’s a formal vote, with ballot boxes and stuff?”

Walker snorted. “Thanks for the confidence, but I don’t know if I could do it anyhow. My son ain’t been well, and it’s a lot of hours, even in a town like this.”

“Well, you’d be good at it, I’m sure. You’ve got the right temperament. You scare the hell out of me!” Zoe said with a grin.

Walker pushed off the wall as a loud rumble of thunder sounded above their heads.

“Thanks for agreeing to keep things quiet. I’m grateful to you.”

“Before you go, would you mind if I ask you something else?” Zoe asked, taking a chance.

“Shoot.”

“What did you find out about Hubert Masterson’s death? Was it natural causes, like my mom thought? Anything strange in his system or anything?”

Walker shrugged. “There was no autopsy; he had a preexisting condition, and your mom, I mean, Dr. Fontaine, said it was consistent with heart failure. There was no need for further insight. Why’d you ask?”

Zoe sighed. “I don’t know, my grandma is getting in my head about it, I guess. She thinks all sorts of things are happening at the home that shouldn’t be.”

Walker took off her hat, running her fingers through her thick black hair.

“Well, I don’t like to assume nothin’, but older people sometimes get fixated on things when they got time on their hands.”

“I wouldn’t disagree with you there,” Zoe said carefully. She unzipped her pocket, pulling out the pieces of paper and showing them to Walker. She had tried to decipher the writing but hadn’t had any luck finding a pattern.

“I found these under Masterson’s bed. Does it mean anything to you? It looks like writing, but nothing makes up a word that I can make out.”

Walker frowned. “Huh. Now that I do recognize. We found a piece of paper just like that in Masterson’s hand, crushed in his palm when we examined the body.”

Zoe’s heart started beating faster. “Really? Did it say something on it?”

“Yeah, but it made no sense.”

“What was it?”

“The letters ‘RT’, and then ‘R.I.P.’,” Walker said, putting her hat back on and stepping out into the rain. “Beats me what “RT” could mean. A thousand things. I figured he wrote it himself and died in the process.”

With a nod of her head, she wandered into the rain as Zoe looked down at the pieces of paper in confusion, as a new thought occurred to her.

Could that mean Hubert knew he was going to die? Could this have been a suicide?

If that was the case, then she could be holding the remaining pieces of his suicide note in her hand. But why would he want to end his life, and why were fragments of his final message to the world scattered under the bed?
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Zoe lounged on Leo’s couch while he prepared dinner. She was scrolling through her phone, looking at old photographs from Sapphire and trying to find some pictures of what Orchard Grove had once looked like. She was becoming increasingly frustrated with the search.

What did people do before Street View and the internet? How did they find anything?

There was almost no information on the building and its history, but the fact that someone had left her the file with the deeds inside it made her want to keep searching.

What did they want me to find?

Max’s nose bumped against her hand as he huffed into her ear.

“Dinner’s up,” Leo called, and Zoe rose, moving to the table as quickly as she could. She was starving.

The rain was coming down harder outside the window, and Zoe felt the same nervous energy she often did when she was alone in Leo’s house at night. He invariably invited her to stay in his guest room when the weather was bad, and she was quietly hoping he might do the same tonight.

Will things be different with Lucy on the scene?

She grinned as the chances of her staying the night increased exponentially as he uncorked a bottle of red wine and set it down on the table.

“Something smells amazing,” she said as he placed a hot dish in front of her that was bubbling like a cauldron.

“Homemade sausage stew,” he said as he sat down. “And garlic bread that is not homemade.”

“You bought garlic bread? Why do I even come around anymore? You’re a disgrace.”

He smiled, spooning a pile of steaming hot goodness onto her plate.

She tried to convince herself that she was content with the way things were between them, but she felt off-balance because he was seeing someone. A few dates didn’t constitute a serious relationship, but things felt different when they spent time together now—or at least they did for her.

There was always an element of sadness to their interactions, and she was starting to realize just how much she enjoyed his company.

“You know how you said you would visit Gamma if I was busy?” she asked, groaning appreciatively around her food as she took the first bite.

“Yeah, you going somewhere? I’d be happy to stop by.”

“Actually, I was wondering if I could use you as a guinea pig for something.”

Leo glowered at her. “Okay, then no.”

“You don’t even know what it is!”

“Knowing you, it’ll probably be some crazy scheme you’ve concocted to break into the nurse’s station, or somethin’.”

“Hey, I’m not crazy!”

“But you have concocted a scheme,” he replied smugly, pouring them both a glass of wine.

“Not so much concocted, I just wanted you to talk to someone for me.”

“Okay, who is it and what do you think they’re guilty of?”

“You make me sound like a paranoid weirdo.”

Leo stared at her expressionlessly, raising his eyebrows as she threw a carrot at him, which missed his cheek by a whisker. Max bounded over to eat it as it bounced across the floor.

“There’s a guy at the home. Tate Dawson,” she continued slowly. “He had a bit of a grudge against Hubert Masterson—the man who died—and I tried to talk to him about it, but he wouldn’t speak to me. He got annoyed when he thought I was interrogating him—”

“Fancy that.”

“—and I wondered whether you’d speak to him. You were an Army… animal person,” she hazarded as Leo watched her, his eyes dancing with amusement.

“An ‘Army animal person’?”

“That was your official title, wasn’t it?”

“I was an Animal Specialist 68T, is that what you’re searching for?”

“Exactly,” she said proudly. “That’s what I said, and I wondered if he might talk to you, as a fellow… what did he call himself again? Oh yeah, a ‘grunt’.”

“Watch it.”

She laughed. “Will you help me? I thought you would enjoy it. You could reminisce about the Second World War and stuff.”

“Zoe, the earliest he would have served is Vietnam, possibly Korea at a stretch.”

“Fine, fine. Will you help or not?”

“Why do I feel like this is not a good idea?”

“There’s a barbecue tomorrow afternoon. If Fran can cover the clinic, you’ll get hotdogs and burgers out of it. There might even be beer.”

“There won’t be beer.”

“So you’ll come?”

“Yes! If you’ll shut up about it.”

Her knee bumped his under the table, and she couldn’t stop smiling for the rest of the meal.
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There was no beer when they arrived, but there was lemonade and a table full of meat that seemed to cheer Leo up as they wandered into the garden.

Max’s nose was sniffing wildly as the aroma of the food drifted through the air and Leo laughed at him as he began straining at his collar.

Zoe was surprised by the number of people who were outside. The game night had been the busiest event she had attended, and it was now obvious that a lot of the residents had stayed in their rooms for it. Today, the gardens were packed with people. The sun was shining, there was the smell of grilled burgers in the air, and a softness about the atmosphere after the recent rains. It was almost idyllic.

Most of the women were wearing white cardigans and dresses, and the men wore tan pants and blazers. It was cheerful, with a hubbub of noise and laughter around them. It didn’t feel like a nursing home to Zoe in that moment; it felt like a real community.

Even her grandmother was in a reasonable mood as she walked among the groups, waving to several people as the staff and nurses flitted about, ensuring everyone was catered to.

The one thing Zoe hadn’t counted on was Lucy Symanski being there. She was walking between the tables with several bags over her arm, showing some ladies a plastic bag filled with what looked like a crochet kit.

“She said she would be here,” Leo said, his voice carefully neutral. “Sorry I didn’t put two and two together that this was the same event.”

Lucy’s eyes met Zoe’s from across the garden and waved enthusiastically. Her hair was wild today, sticking out all over the place, and she appeared to be wearing every kind of crystal imaginable around her throat.

As she finished speaking to the group beside her, she bustled over. Zoe was relieved to see there was no kiss hello between Lucy and Leo—thank God for small mercies—but Lucy’s coy little smile grated on her.

“Hi Leo, hey Zo!” she said cheerfully. “These are selling like hot cakes,” she said, brandishing the parcels in her bag. Each one seemed to contain a tiny crochet hook, a folded piece of paper and red, orange, and gold yarn.

“They’re my kits from last year, officially,” Lucy said, “for the fall, but I thought they’d still be good to try out. Anyone who can still use their fingers and hands should occupy them with crochet. It’s such a great hobby.”

Zoe couldn’t help smiling at her enthusiasm. “I can’t believe you make such colorful stuff, Luce, you used to only wear black.”

Lucy gave a high, startled laugh. “You know, I should make some packs for that. ‘Goth crochet’—it should be a thing.”

There was a shout from behind them. “Hey Zoe!”

Oh, sweet Jesus. Everyone is at this goddamn thing.

Seth was coming toward them through the crowd, wearing his Sapphire Café shirt with the logo emblazoned on the front. He had a tray of croissants and pastries in his arms.

“I didn’t know you were gonna be here, I should have guessed with your grandma. They asked me to bring some cakes for the barbecue. Can’t resist a burger.”

Seth stopped beside her his eyes traveling over Leo and Lucy, as Max’s nose rose into the air at the smell of the pastries.

“Leo,” Seth said coldly as Leo just nodded in response.

Lucy’s eyes were darting between Zoe and Seth incessantly and Zoe wished he would stand further away from her; their shoulders kept brushing together which felt very deliberate. It didn’t take Lucy long to put two and two together.

“Is there something going on here?” she asked with her usual perceptiveness. “My friend Bethany said she saw the two of you having a coffee alone together at the café the other night—are you guys dating?”

Zoe didn’t look at Leo—couldn’t. Thankfully, Seth put her out of her misery.

“Uh, we had a drink, sure. We were catchin’ up about old times.”

Finally, Zoe managed to glance at Leo. There was a vein pulsing in his left temple, and he was looking at Seth as if he wanted to punch him.

“Oh, well, this is just perfect!” Lucy said, and Zoe felt dread creep up her spine as she saw what was about to happen before it did. “We should go on a double date!”

Leo’s expression became strained, and Lucy felt Seth take a small step back as both men cleared their throats awkwardly.

“Oh, good lord, you two are ridiculous,” Lucy said blithely, glancing between them. “I can’t believe you’re still into that silly rivalry from school. Zoe and I have been friends forever. We can straighten the two of you out.”

A strange look passed between Leo and Seth, and she felt Seth’s body stiffen beside her.

“Lucy, I’m not sure Zoe and I are at a double date kind of a place, we’re not—” Seth attempted.

“Oh, nonsense,” Lucy trilled. “It doesn’t have to be a date, then; we’re all friends, and it’s high time Zoe and I catch up anyway. We’ll arrange it, it’ll be fun.”

Lucy seemed entirely oblivious that she was the only person among the four of them who would have considered the idea “fun,” but before anyone could protest further, Seth was called away by Nurse Templeton, and Lucy explained that she needed to return to selling her kits to the other residents.

Zoe could feel sweat at the base of her spine as she glanced at Leo, her cheeks were burning with embarrassment as he rocked forward onto the balls of his feet.

“Seth, huh,” he said coldly. “You didn’t mention that.”

“Oh well, uh, it’s not really a thing. I would have mentioned it but…” she trailed off, and the silence between them stretched awkwardly. “Oh, there’s Tate, the guy I wanted you to talk to,” she said, desperate for a distraction, as Tate came into the garden making a beeline for Lyla.

Leo watched him, his eyes flicking over his body briefly before nodding.

“He loves Max, maybe we could go over, and I can introduce you?” Zoe asked and was relieved when Leo gave a stiff nod.

“Okay, what do you want me to say exactly?” he asked as they began to make their way through the gardens toward her grandmother and Tate.

“I’m not sure. He seemed to really hate Hubert. If you can get him onto the topic without it seeming too obvious, it’d be better coming from you. Something about their history, maybe?”

“You don’t think they might just have hated each other?”

“He talked about his past, sounds like there were things that Masterson might have done that weren’t particularly admirable.”

“Alright, I’ll talk to him.”

“Thanks, Leo.”

As they reached Tate, Zoe introduced Leo to him as Lyla gave him her usual assessing gaze.

Zoe marveled at the ease with which Leo began to chat with Tate. It was like watching men talk about football. Two people who’d never met before could be best friends with a simple “how about that game on Sunday?”. The Army appeared to be the same. Tate quickly got the measure of Leo, and they were soon laughing together like old friends.

Lyla stood beside Zoe, sipping a glass of lemonade and smiling faintly up at Leo for reasons Zoe couldn’t figure out.

While Leo and Tate chatted, Zoe kept her eyes on Nurse Dixon, who was walking amongst the residents.

Unlike the other nurses, she didn’t try to make conversation with anyone; in fact she avoided eye contact most of the time, skulking around the edges of the groups and watching individuals more like a jailor than a nurse.

In contrast, Kiki was in her element, laughing by the barbecue and piling her plate high with food. She looked elegant in a tight-fitting red jacket, and Zoe made a mental note to ask her where she’d got it from.

Zoe tuned back into the conversation as Leo seamlessly brought the topic around to Hubert Masterson.

“Were you two friends?” Leo asked innocently, and Tate sneered.

“Not likely, he was an asshole.”

“Language,” Lyla muttered, and Tate bowed apologetically. “He was very well liked here; many of the residents are upset that he’s passed,” her grandmother said reproachfully.

“Well, sure. Plenty of folks are likable when they get old and they play a part to perfection. But Bertie Masterson was a bully.”

“Tate!” Lyla said, sounding scandalized.

“Sorry, Lyla, but he was,” Tate said with a twisted smile on his face. “He was known for his unusual methods on the job. There were plenty of men I knew who were so scared of him that they never talked about the ops he ran.”

“Not exactly surprising,” Leo said lightly. “Soldiers can be tight-lipped about that kind of thing.”

“Not Masterson,” Tate said bitterly. “He loved a story, used to tell everyone who would listen about the good old days when he could do whatever he wanted without a reprimand. He knew how to spin a yarn, embellishing the tales with lies to make them sound more palatable, but he was ruthless.”

Leo glanced at Zoe. “Well, I guess a lot of things will remain buried now he’s gone,” Leo muttered. Tate was staring at the ground and gave a funny little smile at that.

Seth, who had been helping out with the grill, declared there were some more burgers ready to be eaten, and they all made their way over, the scent of the cooking meat pervading their nostrils.

Zoe kept a watchful eye on Lyla, who only selected a single hot dog for her plate and went to sit down to eat it. She was still horribly thin, and Zoe decided she would talk to Kiki about getting reports on what she ate.

Maybe there’s something I can bring her. I don’t even know what she likes to eat.

“Was that what you wanted?” Leo murmured as Tate stepped up to the grill.

“Yes. Thank you. Do you see what I mean? A man like Hubert, someone could hold a grudge.”

“Sure, but who’d get to him in a place like this, and why?”

“I even wondered about suicide, but I can’t fathom that either—why would someone like Masterson kill himself?”

“Why does anyone do that? Because they want to escape their life,” Leo said quietly as they moved up the line.

Zoe glanced at him, his expression was shuttered and closed off and she considered asking more questions, but Leo reached Seth and then things were awkward enough.

While waiting in line she glanced around at the rest of the garden and noticed that several of the nurses had disappeared. She watched Nurse Dixon walking briskly to the terrace doors and something cold settled in her stomach.

Where have all the staff gone?
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They ate their burgers in silence, Leo’s gaze occasionally falling on Lucy as she moved around the space, while Seth continued to serve people behind them, and Lyla sat beside Tate.

Zoe kept an eye on the exit to the gardens, her insides coiling with tension as she watched shadows flit past inside. Several staff members were moving quickly down the corridors, and as she observed them, a young nurse emerged from the doorway. She was the same one Zoe had seen previously in Hubert’s room.

Her mouth was pursed tightly, her posture stiff as she glanced around the assembled residents as if she were doing a count in her head as to who was present.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” she said loudly as several heads turned to her. “The barbecue will be ending shortly. We hope you enjoyed it. If you could please leave your plates and cups on the tables and chairs provided, we will clear them away. If everyone could make their way to the main room, we’re showing a movie in a few minutes.”

There was a momentary pause, and Zoe and Leo exchanged confused glances as, like sheep, several residents rose and made their way inside without a word. Zoe frowned at the nurse. It was a beautiful day, and the barbecue was in full swing. Why were they making everyone go inside?

Leo leaned over to her. “Something’s happened,” he said shortly, and Zoe nodded, a weight forming in her gut.

Rising, she handed Leo Max’s leash and walked over to the nurse, whose name badge read “Nurse Cathy Aitken.” Zoe gave her a friendly smile, which was not returned.

“If you could make your way out whenever you’re ready, Miss Fontaine,” she said distractedly, as one of the men with a walker almost tripped over a chair on his way past. Nurse Aitken quickly ran to support him and took his arm, helping him to move inside.

Zoe spied Kiki through the door, standing at the far wall reading something on her phone. She slipped inside, past a group of women enthusiastically discussing their crochet kits, and headed over to her.

“Kiki, what’s happened?” she whispered. Kiki looked calmer today—certainly more relaxed than she was following Hubert’s death.

“Oh hello Zoe, we just had an incident, and we need everyone to return to their rooms or go to the lounge for a little while. Would you be able to show Lyla through?”

“Of course, is everyone okay?”

Kiki glanced behind her at the hallway. Zoe could see Nurse Templeton through the door, directing people, tall and intimidating as she loomed above the residents passing her by.

Kiki swallowed, turning away and stepping over to the wall so that they were out of sight.

“Well, I suppose it’ll get out sooner or later, but unfortunately, Colin Villiers passed away.”

Zoe stared at her, the unpleasant, weighted feeling in her stomach spreading through her whole body. A thousand questions fired into her mind at once, but just as she was about to speak, Kiki’s phone started ringing and she sighed heavily.

“If you could help your grandmother, I’d appreciate it, Zoe. I know she was upset by Hubert’s passing, but these things happen. I’m sorry, I have to take this.”

She walked away, answering in a professional tone and waving to Nurse Templeton who nodded, following Kiki along the hallway and out of sight.

Zoe stood rigidly at the side of the room, watching the residents pass her. Her eyes moved toward the terrace doors and focused on Lyla in the gardens. Her grandmother was already looking at her, the hot dog on her plate only half eaten, and she had the same expression of worry on her face that Zoe had seen the night of Hubert’s death.

Surely, this is unusual. Two sudden deaths in the space of two weeks?

Zoe glanced behind her as Nurse Dixon came into the room. Unlike the other staff, she didn’t show any outward signs of emotion. She was utterly still, and after a few seconds, her gaze rested on Zoe. There was something unsettling about how lifeless her eyes were. She was totally unemotional, and it sent a skitter of alarm over Zoe’s skin.

Turning, she headed back toward Lyla. The smell of the gardens and the springy quality of the grass felt odd after such unpleasant news.

Zoe hadn’t known Colin well, but he had been a sweet man who loved Max. She had been looking forward to allowing him more time with the puppy when she next visited.

Max was underneath the table beside Leo’s legs, his paw over his nose, half asleep. When he saw her returning, he sat up, his tail wagging madly. Zoe smiled at him as he came out from under the table, almost knocking it over as he did so, his ears flopping to the side in the same endearing way they always did.

“What’s happened?” Lyla asked sharply, and Zoe shook her head as Nurse Dixon passed their table. She didn’t want to get Kiki into trouble for telling her the news—by rights she shouldn’t have divulged it to anyone yet.

“They’ve asked everyone to go inside and wait in their rooms. Do you want to watch the movie?”

“Lord, no,” Lyla said vehemently. “I want to know what’s happened, I know something has.”

“Now, Lyla, don’t excite yourself,” Nurse Dixon said, appearing behind her. The tone of her voice was patronizing, and Lyla narrowed her eyes at her. As the nurse put her hands on her grandmother’s shoulders, she shook them off, rising to her feet and stepping away from her.

“You keep your hands off me,” she said angrily, and Zoe stepped around the table hurriedly, putting her body between Nurse Dixon and her grandmother.

“It’s alright, Gamma, let’s go inside. Thanks for your help, Nurse Dixon,” she muttered, grabbing the leash from Leo. She took hold of Lyla’s clenched fist and pulled her back inside, with Tate following a few steps behind them.

“What’s going on?” her grandmother hissed.

“Let’s just get back to your room,” Zoe said as calmly as possible, and they all walked with an almost comical slowness down the hallway, as if none of them wanted to draw attention to themselves. Zoe glanced behind her, relieved as she saw Leo following them.

When they reached her grandmother’s room, she waited for Leo, Max jumping onto Tate’s lap as the older man sat on the bed and Lyla settled beside them. Her arms were crossed over her chest, and she was glaring at Zoe as Leo closed the bedroom door.

“What is it?” Lyla demanded.

Zoe sighed, rubbing her hand over her forehead. “Gamma, I’m really sorry, but Colin Villiers has passed away.”

Tate went still. “What?”

“That’s preposterous!” her grandmother said, rising to her feet. “No, that can’t be. He was fine. I saw him this morning. There was nothing wrong with his body, just his mind.”

Zoe glanced at Leo, who looked utterly confused. “Colin Villiers was a resident here but had dementia,” she clarified.

“Yeah, he had dementia, but he was healthy,” Tate insisted. He looked genuinely distressed by the news, and Max was becoming agitated in his arms.

“Listen, we don’t know what happened yet,” Zoe said softly. “Kiki told me, and I think we should just keep it between us for now.”

“And where was Nurse Dixon when this happened?” Lyla demanded. “Because I have seen her going in and out of Colin’s room before, and she treats him like a rag doll when she moves him about. She’s dragged him off without his permission more than once.”

Zoe couldn’t argue with that. She’d witnessed it herself.

“Leo,” Zoe said quietly, as Leo turned to her, his light brown eyes filled with concern. “Could you stay with Gamma for a few minutes? I’m gonna go and see if I can find anything out, and I don’t want her heading out there and accusing people.”

“I can hear you!” Lyla said.

Zoe closed her eyes, praying for patience. “Alright, then, Gamma, I’ll say it to you. I don’t want you going out there and pissing off half the staff, is that better?” Zoe snapped.

“I’ll stay with her,” Leo said, placing his hand gently on her arm. His calm presence settled her as Max jumped down from Tate’s lap and went to hide in the corner of the room. Zoe crouched down, trying to coax him over to her.

“Max, it’s alright, buddy. Come ‘ere.”

He shuffled across the floor on his belly, and some of the tension dissipated as he whined pitifully, and Leo went to sit beside him as Max looked around uncertainly.

“You go,” Leo said gently. “I’ll stand guard in here.”

Lyla scoffed under her breath, and Zoe quickly took the opportunity to exit the room while she could.

As soon as she was out in the hallway, she checked the room opposite, but the door was locked. She was desperate to go inside and take a look around, but knew it would have to wait for another day.

Instead, she headed to the only place that might shed some light on Colin’s death if this all turned out to be related—Hubert’s room.

She tiptoed up the hallway as she heard voices approaching. One, she recognized as Kiki, and the other sounded like Nurse Templeton. Zoe quickly opened Hubert’s door and slid inside before they appeared.

Once there, she listened for a few seconds as they passed, remaining totally still, waiting for their voices to recede.

Then, she began to look around her. The room was largely as she had seen it before. The bed stripped, but the smell of disinfectant less potent than when she and Colin had entered. She felt a jolt of sadness at the memory, recalling his shuffling gait and friendly manner.

Wherever Colin is now, I hope Hugo’s waiting for him.

Zoe wasn’t sure what she was looking for; she only knew that something had felt suspicious when she had been in the room before.

The stack of photographs was still on the dresser ahead of her, and she listened carefully to ensure no one was passing by before stepping over to them.

The bubble wrap across the top was loosely laid as if they had been left for collection. A storage box on one of the chairs caught her eye, and when she opened it, she found that it was filled with Hubert’s clothes and other effects. His family must be coming to collect them soon, and she probably wouldn’t get another chance to snoop.

She looked through the box, finding pants and sweaters, with his wallet and other items inside. His wallet contained about $200 in cash, which surprised her. Hubert had joked that he didn’t have the money to pay her grandmother for the bet, yet here he was with all this money. What could he have needed it for?

Putting everything back as she had found it, she went to the dresser, removed the bubble wrap, and looked at what was underneath.

It was a series of photographs, some expensive-looking, others in simple glass clip frames you could pick up at any local dollar store. The top of the stack was mainly photographs of Hubert with groups of men and women that could have been his family. One looked like it had been taken at a golf club.

Zoe looked over each one carefully, then moved down the stack and paused.

The next frame she uncovered was smashed. She picked it up gingerly, hearing the crackling of glass as she did so. The frame had been broken in such a way that it prevented the glass from shattering, but the break distorted the image behind it.

It was a military photo. Hubert was in the center surrounded by several other men, most with medals pinned to their uniforms. They were a similar age group and appeared to be high-ranking Marines.

She placed the picture to one side, finding another photo beneath it of Hubert, alone in front of a waterfall, smiling into the camera. Beneath it were three more military photos—and all of them were broken.

Zoe looked back through the stack. Only the military photos had been smashed.

Could Hubert have done this himself? Was he unhappy with his past, and it led to his death? Did he commit suicide after all?

Something about that theory felt wrong to her. She couldn’t imagine Hubert would want to end his own life. He seemed too determined and confident to let self-doubt cloud his judgment. But then, people were good at hiding their trauma; suicide didn’t always follow an obvious pattern.

After rearranging the pictures in the same order, she re-covered them with plastic and turned to the rest of the room.

Moving methodically from one area to the next, she searched everything she could see. The closet and all the drawers were empty; the bedside table was empty too. Nothing else stood out that might contain any other clues as to what had happened to him.

She sighed, sitting down on the bed despondently, wondering if this was all a false trail. Maybe Hubert was just an unhappy, unassuming man who had died from heart failure, like her mother said.

She moved to get off the bed, and that was when she heard something rustling.

Frowning, she stood up and turned to face the bed. The mattress had been covered in a squeaky plastic to keep it sanitary, but the sound was from something else.

Crouching down, she felt along the edge of the bed and came against an unusual lip in the mattress. She pushed her fingers beneath the thin plastic cover and found a narrow slit in the side of the mattress that she could push her fingers into with ease. As she did so, she came into contact with something cold and smooth.

There was a small compartment in the side of the mattress that looked as if it had been cut out with a knife—just narrow enough to store something inside.

With trembling fingers, she pulled gently, and the object gave. There was the crinkle of plastic as she pulled it out from beneath the sheet, and something fell to the ground by her foot.

In her hand was a half-pint of whiskey. It looked expensive—it was a brand she didn’t recognize, and the label had gold filigree all over it.

Zoe slipped it quickly into her pocket as she heard footsteps outside. She crouched down behind the bed, praying no one came into the room. The footsteps stopped outside the door, and there was a hushed conversation. She could make out two voices but nothing more.

After a few moments, they moved off, and Zoe exhaled as she looked down at the carpet at the other item that had fallen from the mattress. It was an unlabeled plastic bag tied in a loose knot. Inside, there were several white circular pills. She picked it up, squinting at them, but they had no discernible markings to show what they were.

What the hell is Hubert doing with a load of pills hidden in his mattress?

She looked up at the door, her mind replaying the conversation she had overheard with Nurse Dixon. She had been talking about going into Hubert’s room to retrieve something. It had sounded important. Could this be what Andrina was looking for?

Holy hell, has Gamma been right about her all along?
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Zoe left Hubert’s room with the whiskey in her pocket and the pills stuffed into her jeans. When she returned to her grandmother, Max was sitting beside Lyla on the bed, and Leo was still on the floor.

“Where’s Tate?” Zoe asked.

“He’s upset, he said he was going to go and gather himself, whatever that means,” Lyla said. “Zoe, I want to leave.”

“Gamma, I can’t just take you out of here.”

“Why not? There has been two sudden deaths within days of Hubert’s, and no one will do anything because they’ll just put it down to us all being past the point of no return. But Colin was healthy, he was fine.”

“We don’t know that, Gamma, not necessarily—”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Lyla said, standing up and throwing her hands in the air as Max cowered away. “You’re a journalist, don’t you think this is just a little suspicious?”

Zoe glanced at Leo. “We need to know what happened, I grant you, and I’ll look into it. But there is every chance that Hubert’s death was unrelated to Colin’s and this is all a coincidence.”

“You used to say you didn’t believe in coincidences, Zoe, that things usually happen for a reason.”

“Gamma…”

“What do we know?” Lyla asked, taking a menacing step toward her. “That Nurse Dixon was working shifts on both the days when this happened. She was here today and on the day Hubert died.”

Zoe felt the weight of the pills pressing against her in her pocket. If I tell Gamma about them she’ll be out of here like a shot with nowhere to go.

“What if she’s the one who’s hurt them both?” Lyla demanded sullenly.

“Lyla?” Leo rose to his feet, looking enormous in the tiny room. “I can’t imagine what it’s like for you being here when all of this is happening, but right now we have no proof of anything.”

Lyla shook her head. “Then I’ll get proof.”

“Gamma. You promised me you’d behave yourself, leave this up to the police, that’s what they’re there for.”

“Hah! The police won’t look into this. They’ll brush it aside like they always do.”

Zoe looked at Leo imploringly as he put his hands on his hips, his expression thoughtful.

“Give it a couple of days, alright?” he said finally, as Lyla lowered slowly to her bed. “At times like this, I can understand you feeling reactive and wanting to do something, anything to feel in control again; but we need more information.”

Lyla looked so dejected, Zoe wanted to drag her out of the room and take her back to Mrs. Bornstein’s, be damned to the consequences.

“You know, I used to have a life,” Lyla said softly. “I did what I wanted, traveled where I wanted, and saw the world. The only reason I’m not still doing that is because of your mother’s belief that I can’t look after myself. It simply isn’t true. She’s looking at this from the point of view of a doctor, when she should be thinking of me as her mother.”

Zoe had no response. The bitterness and anger in Lyla’s words hit her hard in the chest. If she were in her grandmother’s position, she would feel just the same.

“I’ll go and speak to Kiki, and see what she knows about all this. Just sit tight for a sec.”

She went over to the bed and gave Lyla a stiff hug. Her grandmother barely moved or acknowledged her, sitting rigidly upright, her lips pursed in a hard line. Zoe straightened, picked up Max’s leash, and walked slowly out of the room as she felt Leo follow her.

He closed the door, looking down at her questioningly.

“What did you do?” he asked with a frown.

“What?”

He raised one eyebrow. “You’re acting weird.”

Zoe bit her lip. “Look, I met Colin a few days ago, and he got confused about which bedroom was his, and we ended up walking into Hubert’s by mistake.” Zoe glanced up the corridor to ensure they weren’t overheard. “Among his effects are a load of photographs that have been smashed—military pictures. The weird thing is, only the ones of him as a Marine have been smashed, none of the others.”

She tugged Max back as he tried to follow the line of the wall toward the reception.

“I found a bottle of whiskey and some pills in his room, too,” Zoe continued. “I don’t know what the pills are, but they were hidden inside his mattress. And Hubert had a lot of cash on him—more than I would have expected him to need in a place like this.”

Leo was frowning now. “When did you find all this? Why didn’t you tell me?”

Zoe shifted her weight. “Just now. Gamma’s really upset, I thought I’d go and have a look in Hubert’s room while the staff were distracted.”

“Zoe,” Leo said in a long, drawn-out breath of exasperation.

“I needed to know what was going on!” she protested.

“And if they’d caught you?”

“But they didn’t.”

Leo ran a hand over his face, shaking his head. “You really think there’s something worth looking into here?” he asked.

“I don’t know, but it doesn’t seem right, does it? Two deaths in such quick succession? It’s odd, but…”

“But he was old.”

“Yeah.”

They fell silent, both of them glancing at the room opposite her grandmother’s, where a thin door was the only thing separating them from Colin’s body.

“I’m gonna go and talk to Kiki and see if she’ll tell me anything else.”

“I’ll make sure Lyla’s alright,” Leo muttered, as Zoe passed him Max’s leash. “Although I don’t think she wants to see anything except the outside of this place right now. Do you think you’ll be able to get her out of here? I’m worried about her staying here alone, what with… everything that happened before.”

“I know. I’m gonna talk to Kiki about that too.”

Zoe looked at Colin’s door thoughtfully as Leo paused before going back into Lyla’s bedroom.

“When I first brought Gamma here, I saw Nurse Dixon coming out of Colin’s room and locking the door behind her. Do you think that’s standard procedure? Because I don’t. She told me he wanders at night, but it doesn’t feel right that the solution is to lock him up like a prisoner.”

Leo’s frown deepened. “You’re sure?”

“I saw her do it.”

“I’ll keep an eye out while you’re gone, see if I hear anything,” Leo replied, his eyes on Colin’s door.

“Thanks, Leo.”

She made her way swiftly down the hall and round the corner to the reception. Kiki was sitting at her desk on the phone, writing something down on a pad in front of her.

As she listened to whoever she was speaking to, she twisted her hair around her finger, and Zoe wondered how old she might be. She had a youthful fashion sense, but had pronounced wrinkles on her forehead and around her eyes.

As she waited for her to get off the phone, Deputy Walker came through the door, heading toward them in a familiar echo of the day Hubert had died.

“Droppin’ like flies,” she said under her breath as she approached Zoe, and Zoe tried not to wince at her casual approach to death.

“I’ll be with you in one second, deputy,” Kiki said, her hand over the receiver and Walker nodded in response. Zoe took a step back from the desk, catching Walker’s eye.

“Do you think this is odd?” she asked. “Because I have to say, I met the gentleman who passed away a few days ago, and he seemed fine.”

“Has the doc been yet?” Walker asked.

“No. I think they’re waiting for him.”

“Ain’t it your mom?”

Zoe shook her head. “The on-call doctor rotates weekly.”

Walker was quiet, staring at the door as Kissinger sauntered in. He looked back to his usual self, hands on his belt, glancing around him as if he’d never been there before.

“How’s he doing?” Zoe muttered, glancing at Kissinger.

Walker’s eyes softened. “Better. Thanks again for your discretion on that.”

“It’s fine. I know he’s a good cop deep, deep down.”

Walker shifted her weight. “Off the record, yeah, I think it’s odd, but we gotta wait for the report to come back from the doctor. It could be natural causes again. We can’t assume anything.”

“But you think it’s weird?”

“Could be.”

“And Kissinger?” Zoe asked hurriedly as the sheriff approached them.

“No,” Walker said darkly as she stepped toward the desk, “we’re on our own on this one.”

Zoe’s eyes met the sheriff’s, but there wasn’t so much anger in his gaze this time. Kissinger almost looked embarrassed, glancing away hurriedly.

Did Walker tell him I’ll keep quiet? Maybe he might be civil to me now he owes me one...

Once Kiki finished her call she led the sheriff and Walker down the hallway, and Zoe followed them hoping to pick up on their conversation, but they said nothing. As they all disappeared into Colin’s room, Kissinger gave her a long stare as he shut the door, and Zoe decided now might be a good time to leave.

She returned to her grandmother’s room, and Lyla and Leo turned to face her as she closed the door.

“The sheriff is here, Gamma.”

“Is that supposed to be reassuring?” Lyla asked, and Zoe’s shoulders slumped as she looked to Leo.

“I think it’s best if we go now,” she murmured. “I don’t think the staff will want us under their feet while they try to deal with all of this. I’ll call you tonight, Gamma, okay?”

“You do as you please,” Lyla muttered.

Feeling like a failure, she told her grandmother goodbye, and she and Leo left the home together, walking across the parking lot in silence as Max tried to chase a butterfly that fluttered across their path.

“Has Lucy gone?” Zoe said suddenly, realizing she hadn’t seen her after the barbecue ended.

“I don’t know, has Seth?” Leo replied, and they both stopped, staring at each other, as Zoe cleared her throat and got into the car.

“Want a ride home?” she asked.

“Thanks, wouldn’t say no.” Leo settled himself beside her as Max whined from the back seat. “Are you okay?”

“I have no idea, really. Do you think I should have stayed with her?”

“I don’t think it would have helped. She’ll have to be there alone some time, better it be now when it’s daylight and she can get outside if she wants to.”

Zoe nodded, staring up at the building before them, the sun glancing off the windows on the top floor, many of which had the curtains drawn across them.

“Wanna come over for dinner?” Leo asked.

Zoe shook her head. “I would, but I have some work to finish. I might do a bit of research on this building, too. Do you remember what it was before it was a nursing home? I was trying to remember, but I couldn’t.”

“It was some kind of rehab facility, I think. But I remember it was always super private. Lots of security and buttons to press if you wanted to go inside.”

“Linmans did a pretty good job restoring it, considering the damage the fire caused.”

They both sat in the car, gazing up at the building as a flock of crows landed on the roof, cawing at each other loudly.

Zoe’s thoughts moved to the file full of deeds on her bed. She hadn’t told Leo about it at the time, wanting to keep him as far away from her investigation into Linmans as possible. She’d been in serious trouble once; she didn’t want him involved.

“Why the sudden interest in the building anyhow?” he asked.

“I thought it might help Gamma. She’s always been into history. Maybe it’ll make her feel more connected to the place.”

Leo looked at her, and she leaned forward in her seat, shifting her butt backwards.

“Alright, don’t tell me,” he said, a touch of hurt in his voice.

She laughed. “Hey, when did you start being able to read me so well?”

He was quiet for a while, then stretched his legs out and sat back. “I’ve always been able to read you, Fontaine. Ever since we were kids.”

It felt like an impossibly intimate statement, making Zoe warm all over. She gripped the steering wheel tightly as she drove toward the ranch, wishing she dared to ask what he meant, but unable to get the words out.
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The following day, Zoe left Max with Leo for the morning and made her way to the police station.

She had been uncomfortable about the pills all night and decided the best thing she could do was turn them in. Whatever Hubert had been using them for, she might never know, but she certainly didn’t want to be found with them in her possession when she didn’t even know what they were.

The evening before, after she had dropped Leo off at the ranch, she had stopped by a pharmacy to ask about the tablets. The man behind the counter had been about to close up for the night and hadn’t been too keen to talk to her, but had confirmed what she already suspected—without chemical examination, she wasn’t going to be able to know for sure what they were.

Zoe toyed with the idea of taking one for about thirty seconds before she decided that asking Walker might be a safer option.

It didn’t take her long to regret that choice when she pulled up at the station. She hadn’t been back there since the incident with Stanfield several weeks before, and the sight of it made her instantly uneasy.

It wasn’t so long ago she had come here asking for a deputy’s help, and he had ended up almost killing her.

Swallowing around the sudden lump in her throat, Zoe resolved to speak to Walker alone and try to get the deputy on her side.

As she entered the offices, the same pretty Latina receptionist directed her to the main department, where several desks were scattered around the bullpen.

Stanfield’s old desk was now occupied by a young deputy who couldn’t have been much older than twenty. He was hunched over a report, and she watched as he stuck a nasal spray up his nose and inhaled violently. There were tissues all over his desk, and it looked decidedly unsanitary.

Walker was nowhere to be seen, but Zoe was relieved that Kissinger didn’t appear to be in his office. She hovered for a minute or two until the young deputy glanced at her.

“Can I help you?” he asked, at which point all the other deputies in the room clocked her presence.

The atmosphere changed very quickly from friendly curiosity to hostility. Zoe had avoided this place for a reason—despite Stanfield being a murdering psychopath, she knew the code among law enforcement was sacrosanct. The press, including The Chronicle, had taken the department to task over Stanfield’s involvement in the murder, and by the looks of it, the team wasn’t too happy about it.

“Zoe!”

She looked up with relief when she saw Walker passing by the door carrying a cup of coffee with “Sapphire Valley Sheriff’s Department” stamped on the side. Zoe hurriedly made her way over.

“Uh, sorry for stopping by unannounced like this, can I talk to you?”

Walker nodded to a desk in the corner of the room, somewhat secluded from the rest. It was immaculately tidy, which seemed unnatural. The one thing you could guarantee was that journalists and cops had paperwork everywhere—but Walker’s desk looked like the surface of a laboratory, not a coffee ring or crumb in sight.

“Sorry,” Zoe said, lowering into a chair and glancing at the other officers who were pretending not to eavesdrop.

“What did you do?” Walked asked.

Zoe stopped, looking up at her. “What?”

“You don’t usually stop by unannounced. I figure either you want something, or you did something, which is it?”

Zoe steeled herself for the argument she knew would be coming her way. “So…”

“Oh God,” Walker placed her cup down, levelling her with a long stare.

“I came to you right away, does that make it better?” Zoe asked hopefully.

“Depends on what it is.”

Zoe pulled the pills from her pocket and put them on the desk. It was immediately obvious she should have given an explanation before doing so.

“And what the hell are they?” Walker asked, her eyes alight with suspicion.

“They’re not mine!” Zoe said and chuckled when Walker rolled her eyes dramatically and sat back in her chair. “Okay, so I know that’s what everyone says, but I mean it. I found them in Hubert’s room—uh, Mr. Masterson at the nursing home. I know you’re not investigating his death as suspicious, but I thought you’d want to see them.”

Walker leaned forward using a pen to pick up the bag.

“I don’t suppose you did anything helpful like wear gloves when you found these?” she asked as Zoe squirmed in her chair.

“I would have normally, but I was…”

“Snooping?”

“Look, my Gamma is losing her mind in that place, and she’s convinced the staff are all poisoning people. I wanted to try and help her.”

“Poisoning people?” Walker asked, holding the bag up to the light.

“Well, that’s what she says. She thinks one of the nurses is doing a crappy job of managing the pill prescriptions.”

“Where did you find these?”

“Inside Masterson’s mattress, with this,” she said, pulling out the bottle of whiskey.

Walker whistled. “Somebody was having fun, for sure.”

“Do you know what they are?” she asked, looking at the pills. The bag had dust from the tablets all over the inside and looked decidedly less clean, having been in her pocket all night.

“Not a clue. I’ll have them sent off for analysis,” she leaned forward, resting her elbows on the table. “But if your Gamma is right, and someone at the home gave him these pills, that isn’t good. Orchard Grove only opened last year, and someone’s already skimming off the top? Not a good sign.”

“Will you let me know what it comes back with?”

Walker contemplated her for a while, staring her down in a way that always made Zoe feel about three feet tall.

“You still think Mr. Villiers’ death is linked to Masterson’s, don’t you?” Walker asked.

“Do you?”

The deputy smirked. “I mean, it’s a possibility. But I’m not tellin’ you shit. I won’t charge you for breaking into his room and swipin’ those pills, but don’t do it again, Fontaine. You attract trouble far as I can see.” She sighed. “But I’ll keep you informed if you do me the same favor.”

“Agreed,” Zoe said swiftly, nodding to her as she rose and hightailed it out of the bullpen as quickly as she could. As soon as her foot hit the driveway, her cellphone started ringing, and she pulled it out, answering without checking the caller ID.

“Zoe? It’s Kiki Halliday, from Orchard Grove.”

“Oh, hey, Kiki, is everything alright?”

“Yeah, everything’s fine, don’t worry, it’s nothing to do with your grandmother. I was actually calling as I had the day off today, and I’m headed to look at some apartments that have become available. There are about four in the block, I think, and the rent’s not bad at all. I wondered if you’d like to come and view them together.”

Zoe stared ahead of her, anxiety rising at the thought of settling in Sapphire.

“Sounds good. Where is it?”

Kiki rattled off the address and Zoe went back to her car, half excited, half fearful. She glanced back at the sheriff’s department.

Do I really want to live in this town? It hasn’t exactly been a walk in the park these last few weeks. But I guess looking at some apartments doesn’t mean I’ll actually take one.

It didn’t take her long to drive there, and as she left Jefferson Street and drove toward the location Kiki had given her, her anxiety spiked even more.

She knew exactly which block Kiki was referring to. A few weeks before, she’d looked through one of the windows and seen the body of her friend Melody dead on the floor of one of them.

Pulling up to the curb, she looked up at the neatly tended front yard and considered turning straight back around and heading back to the office. Even the newly planted flowers around the front door didn’t cheer her—the place felt claustrophobic.

But just as she had decided to leave, she saw Kiki coming toward her. She looked very cheerful, wearing a bright yellow knitted sweater and a fluorescent pink backpack. Zoe got out of the car, her chest tightening at the memories the place evoked.

“Hey Zoe! That’s the apartment just there,” Kiki said, pointing to the second floor of Melody’s block.

“Yeah, great,” she said woodenly, one foot still inside the car as she pushed down the urge to drive out of there at top speed.

“It’s owned by a larger company right now, but it’s about to go co-op, which means that if you ever wanted to buy instead of rent it out, you’d be a shareholder in the building. The rent is really reasonable—only $475 a month.”

Zoe removed her foot from the car floor and shut the car door.

“I’m sorry, did you say, four seventy-five?”

“I know! It’s a steal! I’m not sure why it’s so cheap. Maybe there’s no bathroom or somethin’,” she said, laughing. “Wanna come in and take a look?”

Zoe hadn’t seen anything close to that price in Sapphire; it was usually reserved for the bad neighborhoods or tiny studio apartments, but even with the bad memories, she couldn’t pass up the chance to take a look.

Thankfully, both the apartments they viewed were on the second floor, far enough away from Melody’s apartment to allow her to ignore it for a while.

Zoe was pleasantly surprised by them both. The narrow entrance hall opened out on the left-hand side into a good-sized kitchen. The main living room had glass walls in the corner looking out on the town below, which meant it was spacious and filled with light. The master bedroom was a good size, and there was space for a tiny office in the spare room and a medium-sized bathroom all her own.

Zoe’s heart was thudding with excitement by the time they’d looked around the place. She’d never imagined she could get such a good-sized apartment under her budget. Suddenly staying in Sapphire didn’t seem so terrible, especially when compared with DC prices and the hell hole she rented out now.

The realtor took a call and headed out into the hallway, leaving Zoe and Kiki standing in the living room, looking around in awe.

“Wow, this place is amazing,” Kiki whispered. “I haven’t seen anywhere like this quality for this price. I wonder if someone died in here.”

Zoe clenched her jaw, forcing a smile—the last thing Kiki needed as a prospective renter was to find out that someone had been murdered in the building.

“Well, this place didn’t always have the best rep,” she replied evasively. “It’s probably cheap because this part of town had a bit of a drug problem a few years back. Lots of addicts squatted in this place, and it took a while to clean it up.”

Zoe put her hands in her pocket, looking around the space.

“Sorry, I hope that doesn’t put you off, but I’d rather you knew about it before you started renting the place. I think a lot has improved, but if you’re living here alone like me—it seemed right to tell you.”

Kiki’s expression was guarded, and she glanced around the room again, her shoulders slumping as she nodded.

“It doesn’t put me off. I’ll be in good company,” she said quietly, and Zoe glanced at her, startled.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

Kiki gave a rueful smile. “I’m an addict,” she said, doing a ‘jazz hands’ gesture as she said it, as if she were announcing an achievement. “I’ve been sober for a long time, but being around that world doesn’t bother me. I used to live in it.”

Zoe stared at her, astonished at how easily she’d admitted it. She found herself warming to Kiki all the more for her honesty.

“My sister has addiction problems, too,” she said cautiously. It was strange to speak it aloud, as if Judy might hear her across the miles between them and take offense.

Kiki’s eyes widened. “And how’s she doing?”

A familiar expression bloomed across her face, Zoe had seen it a lot in support group meetings—filled with understanding and shared pain.

“Uh. Not so great. But better than she was. She’s in rehab right now.”

Kiki nodded. “I wish her well. It’s one hell of a mountain to climb, but once you get to the top, it’s a sweet view.”

Zoe smiled, watching Kiki walk over to the window, the town spread out before her, the bright blue of the flowers bobbing softly in the breeze.
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Leo checked the contents of his truck before heading out, missing Max’s lively presence as he counted the number of shots he might need when he visited Mateo and the others. It was getting to late afternoon, and the shadows were long across the ranch behind him.

Over the weekend, he’d cleared out a couple of back rooms that he had been meaning to organize and had found several blankets that he had stacked in the back of his truck.

Zoe had told him that Mateo had almost been arrested by the sheriff the week before, and Leo wanted to check on him, along with some of the other members of the community and their animals.

He hated to see any dog mistreated, but he also understood the constraints of living on the streets. Most of the animals were cared for better than their owners, but that didn’t mean they were vaccinated or had their nails clipped regularly.

He checked his phone before heading out and had a couple of texts from Lucy asking where he thought might be appropriate for their double date.

Off the top of my head? A sewer would really improve the atmosphere.

He climbed into his truck, started the engine and drove out of the ranch, musing on everything that had happened at Orchard Grove. Even Leo could admit that Colin’s death seemed strange so soon after Hubert’s.

Glancing at his phone, he considered calling Zoe for an update, but each time he thought about it, nerves fluttered in his stomach. Somehow, everything with Zoe had become more complicated in recent days, particularly now that she apparently had some kind of thing going on with Seth.

“Why can’t I just talk to her?” he asked Max, before remembering that the dog wasn’t in the truck with him. He glanced at the passenger seat and sighed sadly at the absence of floppy ears and big eyes staring back at him.

Driving through the town, he saw several of his patients and their owners out for the day. Mrs. Lambert, who had a three-legged dog named Whistler, stood outside the old antique shop with the dog’s paws pressed against the glass as it balanced precariously on one leg.

I wonder how Mrs. Bornstein’s cats are getting on. She hasn’t been into the clinic in a while—I should really call round and check on her.

Turning right down Forster Street, he stopped off at Sam’s café to grab as much food as he could and then headed to the bridge, keeping an eye out for Mateo as he drove.

Eventually, he saw him trundling his cart along the road on the right-hand side. It looked like someone might have gifted him a new coat, as he was wearing one Leo hadn’t seen before.

He slowed, rolling the window down.

“No solicitin’!” Mateo shouted with a smirk, and Leo laughed.

“The others around?”

“Up ahead,” Teo replied, and Leo glanced over at a few huddled figures emerging from a side road. Lana, a young woman he had seen several times before, was sitting on the floor, looking as if she had just woken up, her hair in disarray, stroking a large black Labrador named Bailey.

Lana’s coat had a bright strip of orange inside the zipper and stood out against the blacks and grays of the others. Many of those gathered around her were older men like Teo, but Leo could also see Gus among them, kneeling on the floor beside the dog, giving it a hug and scratching him behind the ears.

Leo stopped his truck a few feet away. Many of the community were pretty jumpy around anyone approaching them, and Leo tended to assume they’d think he was a cop before they accepted his help.

Gus looked up as he came over, narrowing his eyes at him suspiciously.

“Hey Gus,” Leo said as cheerfully as he could. “I’m Leo Rowden, from Sparrow?”

Gus stopped squinting as Leo reached him and nodded. “I remember you. Sorry, I broke my glasses and couldn’t see you for shit. What’s in the bag?” his eyes were focused on it, making Leo’s insides turn over.

“Vet stuff,” he said gently.

Gus’s interest immediately waned. “No worries, man.”

“I brought some food with me too, though,” Leo said, holding up the other bag he’d brought.

Gus’s eyes lit up as he rose, diving into the bag and handing out the rolls and sandwiches to those around him. Leo recognized most of them. Sapphire didn’t have many people who lived on the streets permanently, but a few always refused housing, preferring street life to any shelter they were offered.

Leo crouched down beside Bailey and smiled at Lana.

“Evenin’, how’s he doin’?”

“Oh, he’s swell,” she said, her voice hoarse.

“Want me to check him out, make sure he’s ship shape?”

“Thanks, doc, you’re an angel.”

Leo smiled. “I try.”

The Labrador was very docile and loved being petted, so Leo didn’t have any trouble while he checked his nose, mouth, and teeth. There was some redness around his gums, and his skin wasn’t in the best condition, but overall, he looked okay.

Leo listened to his chest, and when he asked Lana, she produced a ball, which Leo threw for the dog. He watched him bound away and return happily, panting. He seemed in pretty good shape, and considering the winter they’d had, Leo was relieved to see it.

“You got enough food for him?” he asked after checking his temperature and hydration.

She shrugged. “We share what I eat.”

“Okay, well that’s alright. Let me leave you some pouches of food. I’ll be back next week, and I’ll give you some more.”

“Thank you,” she said gratefully. She then opened one of the packets and emptied it into the bottom half of a plastic bottle she had produced from inside her bag. The dog wolfed it down, and Leo also left her with some water for him.

He stood, walking around the others and talking to anyone who seemed eager to chat. He wasn’t a doctor, but he could usually tell if there was anything serious to be concerned about in the people as well as their pets.

While he’d managed to get one older man rehoused the year before when he was suffering from a horrible case of pneumonia, everyone appeared settled and in good spirits. He always asked if they needed anything from him, and other than food, most of them said no.

When Leo had gone full circle and reached Gus again, he asked him the same question. The teenager paused before answering, as though he might want to say more, but after a few seconds he closed his mouth again, shrugging and heading back toward the others.

Leo went back to Mateo, who was watching the kid while he leaned on his cart and ate the burrito Leo had brought for him.

“This is good,” he said, waving it.

“Want another? I got three left.”

Mateo nodded, taking them and smiling when Leo put a pack of bottled water in the base of his cart.

“Any more clues on where that kid came from?” Leo asked.

Mateo shook his head. “Doesn’t sleep here, but he’s got no home. Ain’t showered since the shelter. He’s an addict.”

Leo sighed, looking over at Gus, who was leaning against a streetlight, speaking to another one of the men. The light hadn’t come on yet, and the dark alleyway behind Gus was pitch black. On the other side Leo could see the manicured lawns of a large house in a better neighborhood behind the bridge. It had a swing set on the porch and little boots by the front door. The comparison made his heart ache.

“Do you think we need a doctor to come and see him?” Leo asked, still watching Gus. “I could ask Phil Fontaine to come again. I know you all prefer him to Arlene. She does kind of lecture you instead of listenin’.”

Mateo cackled. “Arlene Fontaine? She’s a looker, I’ll give her that. She told me I was gonna die last year, and look at me now.”

Leo scoffed. “Yeah, that’s what I mean. Phil tends to just fix people up instead of giving them a Ted Talk.”

“A what?”

“Never mind.”

“I saw you with a lady not so long ago,” Mateo said, taking another big bite of his burrito.

“Uh-huh, well you don’t miss much.”

Mateo grinned. “You datin’ again?”

Leo glanced at him, feeling heat rise up his neck. “I don’t know.”

“I thought you might be heartin’ over that reporter.”

Leo clenched his jaw, scratching at his arm awkwardly. “Yeah, I don’t think so.”

“It true she got family at the old folks’ home?”

“Uh, yeah. But how do you know that?” Leo asked, confused.

“They been talkin’ to us about that place like it’s somewhere I’d ever agree to go. As if I’d ever be welcome somewhere like that. They don’t take the likes of me.”

“Have you even seen Orchard Grove, Mateo?”

“I don’t need to see it. I been there plenty before it burned down.”

Leo paused, glancing up at him in surprise. “Really? How come?”

Mateo fixed Leo with a long look. “She lookin’ into it for that little paper of hers?” he asked, his eyes shining in the semi-darkness.

“You mean the fire?” Leo asked.

Mateo stared into the middle distance as he chewed moodily on his mouthful.

“Teo?”

“A lot went on there in the old days. I wouldn’t set foot in that place again if you paid me a million dollars.”

“It used to be a rehab clinic, didn’t it?”

Mateo gave a laugh that sent a shiver over Leo’s skin. It was a sound he hadn’t heard from him before, bitter and cynical and unlike the lighthearted man Leo had come to know.

“Rehabilitation?” Mateo said bitterly. “From what I wonder.”

He was quiet for a long time as he finished his food, the chatter and murmurings of the others in the group moving through the air around them. Leo held his tongue, feeling as if Mateo wasn’t finished yet, and after a few minutes, his patience was rewarded.

“People died there, Leo,” Mateo said, meeting Leo’s gaze, something urgent at the back of his eyes, almost like desperation. “A lot of people, but they don’t talk about that no more. If that reporter friend of yours is worth her salt, I hope she finds out what I couldn’t.”

Leo frowned at him. A chill breeze was coming down on the evening air from the mountains, and somewhere in the depths of the forest above them, a bird screamed, a piercing, unpleasant sound.

“What are you talkin’ about, Mateo? What do you know about that place?”

But Teo stepped back, put his hands into the air, and shuffled away as he mimed a zip over his mouth and began pushing his cart toward the bridge.

Leo watched him go, as much worried by what he had said as he was confused, but when he called him back, Teo just waved him off.

He looked around at the group, many of whom were moving off to wherever they would sleep for the night. He decided that he had done all he could for the moment, and as the evening began to set in with a beautiful sunset streaking over the mountains, he headed back to his truck.

On the way, he noticed his bag was untied and stopped to clip it back together. As he did so, a movement ahead of him caught his eye. It was on the edge of the group, in the narrow pathway between the walls of two houses that backed onto the cul-de-sac beside the bridge.

Lana was standing in the shadows, the stripe of her orange coat just visible in the darkness, and there was another woman with her. Leo kept his head angled toward the bag but watched them out of the corner of his eye as they spoke. For a moment they were very still and then Lana reached into her pocket, and they exchanged something between them.

Just as the exchange was made, the woman glanced up, noticing Leo. He saw a flash of her face, nothing more, dark hair shimmering in the light from the one remaining streetlight, eyes wide with alarm. Then she turned, her large coat obscuring her figure from view as she disappeared at the head of the alley.

Leo remained where he was, pretending not to watch Lana as she made her way back to the group. As soon as she was near the bridge, Gus came out of the shadows, and they walked away together, their heads bowed.

He sighed, sadness welling up all over again. It just didn’t feel like he could do enough to help them. He had learned long ago that other people’s problems weren’t his to solve, but it was still hard watching people suffering when most turned a blind eye to it.
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Zoe had been up until late reviewing her finances. The more she thought about the apartment she had viewed with Kiki, the more appealing it sounded. They accepted dogs, it was very inexpensive, and in a part of town that was close to the office and not too far from Leo if she needed to drop Max off.

She had no idea what she would do about her role at The Washington Express, but as she considered the myriad possibilities of staying in Sapphire, it became increasingly attractive.

Her conversation with the realtor had been fruitful. If she could come up with the deposit in the next couple of weeks, she would be able to rent the apartment for at least a six-month term.

Thoughts of Leo and their hikes in the mountains, watching Max grow with nature all around him, and the chance to spend a bit more time with her Gamma were all weighty factors.

She didn’t know what would happen with Leo, or if he and Lucy would end up married with 2.4 kids, but what she did know was that her gut told her staying in Sapphire for the time being made sense, and she had learned to trust it a long time ago.

As she made her way to work, Zoe received a call from her mom, and she groaned as she answered.

“Hey Mom, I’m just on my way—”

“Your grandmother is at my house. Come now.” And then Arlene hung up.

Zoe stared at the blank display as the phone shut off and swore loudly. She spun the wheel, making a U-turn in the middle of the road, causing the car behind her to beep furiously as it sailed past.

God dammit, Gamma.

The drive to her mother’s house was a short one, but it still allowed ample time for her anxiety to build to a fever pitch.

She could hear the shouting before she reached the front door. Max was nervous and frightened as she picked him up and held him in her arms, ringing the doorbell as she listened to the voices inside.

The door jerked open to reveal her brother Phil in a shirt and tie, evidently about to head to work.

“Is this your doing?” he said immediately, as she glowered at him.

“Yeah, good to see you too, Phil.”

“Gamma’s gone nuts.”

“Yeah, well, so would you if you’d been shoved in that home with people dying every day.”

Phil scoffed. “She’s being totally unreasonable,” he hissed as they made their way toward the kitchen, where Zoe could see Arlene’s arms gesticulating wildly.

“What’s going on?” Zoe asked him.

“As far as I can tell? Gamma is refusing to leave until Mom moves her someplace else. I thought you were with her most of the time, couldn’t you have stopped her from making a break for it again? The home won’t like this. It isn’t even 8 a.m.”

“Maybe preach when you’ve spent any time with her, Phil.”

“Hey, I’ve been busy,” he said defensively, “and Gamma might love you to bits, but she’s always been pretty mean to me.”

Zoe glanced back at him, noting the grim expression on his face. “What do you mean?”

“It doesn’t matter; we just need to defuse this before they come to blows.”

Zoe entered the kitchen, and Max immediately started barking at his sister, Violet, who was at Arlene’s feet in a dog bed. Violet, a far calmer dog than her brother, looked up at him plaintively and wagged her tail as if she wanted to make friends, but Max was trying to break out of Zoe’s arms, growling at the back of his throat.

“Want me to take him?” Phil asked, moving to lift Max out of Zoe’s arms. The puppy yelped in fright, burying his nose in Zoe’s armpit, and the shrill sound made both her grandmother and Arlene stop shouting at one another as they turned toward her.

“No, no. It’s alright. Mom, can I just put Max somewhere where he can’t wreck anything?”

“Downstairs bathroom,” her mother snapped as Lyla glared at Zoe. She was pink-cheeked, her eyes shining with unshed tears, and Zoe had an unpleasant feeling that this wasn’t going to end well at all.

Once she had gently placed Max in the downstairs bathroom, trying to ignore the plaintive misery on his face as she closed the door, she returned to the kitchen to find everyone waiting for her, as if she were in charge of adjudicating the argument.

“What’s going on, Gamma? Why are you here?”

“I am here for my liberty!” Lyla shouted, pointing a finger at Arlene and spinning around to face her. “I don’t care what you think, that place isn’t safe! I hate it there.”

“Mom, you don’t have any choice,” said Arlene, with forced patience.

“That’s where you’re wrong! You can’t imprison me against my will; I can leave. I’ll find somewhere, anywhere else! Why can’t I live at my apartment?”

“I am not having this conversation again,” Arlene said, her voice dangerously quiet as she bent down to get her bag. “Philip, you should be at work.”

“I’m going, but… are you okay?” Phil asked.

“I’ll deal with this,” Arlene said sharply, and Zoe sucked in a breath.

“DEAL with it?” Lyla thundered. “You have some nerve. The only reason you dragged me out of that apartment was because you thought it would be a quick sale, so you could fund your vacations each year. Well, tough luck, because it’s still on the market two years later. Are you honestly telling me I would be more trouble to you there? I can just live my life.”

“You can’t look after yourself, Mom; we have discussed this.”

“Nonsense.”

Arlene looked at Zoe, and her eyes were almost imploring for a brief moment before they hardened again.

“Look, I don’t have time for this. You shouldn’t have left Orchard Grove without telling them where you were going, and you can’t just show up on my doorstep whenever you feel like it.”

“I want to go home,” Lyla said, her voice cracking on a sob.

“You don’t have a home!” Arlene shrieked, and the words echoed so violently that even Phil winced. “You forfeited your right to your home when you screwed up your accommodation at Rural Heights. You’re not even remembering our conversation properly—you told me you were lonely in your apartment. I moved you there so you would have some company, and how did you repay me? By getting kicked out and abusing the staff, swearing at people, refusing to take your pills!”

Zoe stared at her grandmother as her face became redder and redder.

Gamma swore at people?

Lyla took a menacing step forward. “I hope one day Zoe treats you like you’re treating me, and you see just how heartbreaking it can be.”

“If I have to go into a home, I’ll manage it myself; my life isn’t dependent on my children,” Arlene retorted.

“Well, thank God, because you’ve already disowned one of them!”

There was a ringing silence as Phil stiffened and Arlene turned back to her mother, her eyes flashing in a way that chilled Zoe’s blood.

“You listen to me, Mom, and I’m going to say this once and once only. I made a choice to protect my family by ending all contact with Judy. I had been enabling her for years, making excuses for her, paying her debts, forgiving her behavior, and it did her no good! You have no idea how long I wrestled with that choice; don’t you dare criticize me for finally choosing myself over my daughter’s lies and betrayals. You have no idea what that last year was like.”

Zoe could feel Phil’s eyes on her now, and her cheeks flamed as she watched her mother’s pain bloom across her face. If Arlene knew what Zoe was doing for Judy, it would only make things worse.

“I would never abandon my child,” Lyla said. “No matter what she did to me.”

Arlene hitched her bag higher onto her shoulder. “Phil, we need to go.”

“Oh, yes, take that Mary-Anne with you, too,” Lyla spat, and Phil sucked in a sharp breath at those words. Zoe stared at her grandmother, utterly confused by what she’d said, but Phil turned on his heel and walked out.

“The dog sitter will be here to walk Violet in a minute, and I want you both gone. Zoe, take your grandmother home.” She turned back to Lyla. “Don’t ever come here again, unless you can keep a civil tongue in your head!”

Lyla’s hand moved before Zoe had fully realized what she was about to do, and there was a sharp slap as her palm connected with Arlene’s cheek.

It felt as if the whole room was holding its breath until Arlene stood up to her full height, composed herself, and stalked out.

Zoe stared after her mother, grimly aware of history repeating itself. The relationship between Lyla and Arlene was so similar to her own with her mother that it physically hurt to watch it unfold. If Judy had been there, she would have said something cutting, shutting down the conversation and getting them back to the foundations of what the issues were—but Zoe just said nothing, exhausted and ashamed of her family in every way she could imagine.

Lyla let out a sob, as Violet rose and stretched, coming over to investigate what was happening. Lyla didn’t touch her, covering her face with her hands and sobbing uncontrollably until Zoe approached her, attempting to put her arms around her shoulders.

“Don’t touch me!” Lyla said, shoving her back. “Just take me to that wretched place and leave me there to die.”

Zoe didn’t say another word. She went to the bathroom, grabbed Max, and left the house as she headed to her car.
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The drive back to Orchard Grove was tense and sad, and Zoe fought back tears the whole way. She had never heard her mother speak to Lyla like that. It was like watching Judy fighting with Arlene all over again, and the whole experience had been triggering in a way that Zoe hadn’t anticipated.

She felt sick, lonely, and desperate to speak to Leo. At least he understood what her mother could be like.

When she pulled up, Lyla got out of the car, slamming the door violently behind her as Zoe followed inside. Kiki was just setting up at her desk and she stared at Lyla in amazement as she passed her by.

“Kick me out then! I don’t care anymore!” Lyla screamed at her as she made her way to her room and Kiki turned to Zoe.

“I’m so sorry,” Zoe managed, fighting back her emotions and feeling the downward spiral take hold. “There was some family drama. She left in the early hours, and went to my mother’s house. I’m so sorry if this causes you issues.”

Kiki came around the desk, shocking Zoe by putting her hands on her shoulders.

“It’s alright, Zoe. We’ll deal with everything. These things happen, and your grandmother’s been struggling to settle here. I’ll call you later. The best thing to do is for you to head out and don’t think about it again for a little while. Family stuff is really hard, and I can see this has been a tough morning. It’s alright. I’ll go and speak with her. You go on with your day.”

Zoe glanced in the direction Lyla had disappeared.

“We’re going to be spending some time in the gardens today,” Kiki continued. “Right now, I’m gonna go and make her a hot cup of tea and sit her down and chat a few things through with Nurse Templeton. Lyla isn’t in trouble. We won’t do anything but log her absence, I promise.”

Zoe realized she was trembling. She nodded mutely, unable to even thank Kiki in her heightened state—terrified that she might start bawling her eyes out in front of her.

She went outside to Max, who was going crazy in the back seat, got into the car, and pointed it automatically in the direction of the ranch.

It didn’t take her long to get there, and when she reached it, she became worried that Leo might already have left for work. It was still early, but he sometimes headed in to do paperwork.

She breathed a sigh of relief as she saw his silhouette in a field to her right, surrounded by geese. She continued down the driveway as he looked up, and began walking back to meet her.

“Mornin’! This is an early one,” he said cheerfully, coming through the gate at the top of the field as Zoe let Max off his harness and the puppy ambled over, allowing Leo to stroke him behind his ears.

Leo fussed with him for a little while until he seemed to register the silence from Zoe and looked up at her.

“What’s the matter?” he asked sharply, coming over to her.

“Shitty morning,” Zoe mumbled, closing the car door. “Sorry, you probably have to head off soon.”

Leo was quiet, watching her as he wiped his hands on a rag stuffed into his jeans and shook his head.

“Let’s have a coffee. I don’t need to be at the clinic until ten. You been cryin’?” The concern on his face almost broke her, but she shook her head.

“I’m fine. I don’t want to talk about it, I just needed to see a friendly face.”

“Right, well that’s me,” Leo said with a grin. “I wanted to talk to you actually, maybe it can serve as a distraction. Come on in.”

She followed him inside and in under ten minutes, Leo had her snuggled on the couch with a blanket over her and Max lying across her lap with a cup of coffee in hand. She checked her watch, knowing she would be late for work, but finding it hard to care.

Leo sat down opposite her.

“You sure you don’t want to tell me what’s bother—”

“No, honestly,” she said and suppressed a shiver as he laid a gentle hand on her shoulder. “What did you want to tell me? Please, any distraction will be welcome.”

Leo nodded. “Alright. I was talking to Mateo, and he seems to think Orchard Grove has a pretty shady past.”

Zoe frowned at him. “Really?”

“Yep. Says there were some unexplained deaths that never got publicized back when it was a rehab clinic.”

“Wait, I’ve been looking into that place, and I didn’t see anything about any deaths. I couldn’t find any information on it, at all, to be honest. Like—a suspicious lack of detail—did he say who died?”

“No. He kept quiet about that, but he did say he hoped you would investigate them.”

Zoe’s heart started pounding.

Could this all lead back to Linmans? Is that why that file was left for me?

“Maybe that was why the fire happened,” she said slowly, “to bury evidence.”

Leo nodded. “That’s what I thought. It was a terrible fire. I remember it made the news because it was so intense. But then everything went quiet, I don’t remember it ever being mentioned again—maybe I forgot.”

“I might be able to find more information in the archives, or from the County Clerk’s office. There aren’t even many photographs of the building online, which seems really odd to me.”

He smiled. “Always the reporter.”

“Well, I like to—”

“Keep busy. I know.” His smile faded slowly as he looked at her, and the intensity of his gaze made her stomach flip. “You sure you don’t wanna talk about it?”

“Definitely not, it’s just my mom and Gamma coming to blows.”

“Metaphorically?” he asked.

“Not so much.”

“Jesus.”

“Yeah.”

“Well, you can stay here for as long as you need, you know you’re always welcome.”

“Thanks, Leo, but I should get to work. I’m sorry to just—”

“Nope. No apologies, please. I mean it. Come round whenever you want.”

Warmth spread through her chest as he rose and headed to the kitchen.

“You eaten? Because I’m hankerin’ for some scrambled eggs, and I just collected a load from the chickens.”

“I wouldn’t say no,” she said happily, glad Leo was her single bright spark of joy in an otherwise miserable morning.
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Once Zoe got to work, she had calmed down. Taking a seat, she waved to Rick, whose eyes appeared briefly over the partition in front of his desk and then disappeared again as if he was hiding from her. She raised her eyebrows at Bean.

“What’s up with Rick?” she whispered, and Bean rolled his eyes.

“Beats me,” he said, attaching a third monitor onto a long extendable arm on his desk that looked like a torture device.

“Do you really need three monitors?” she asked skeptically.

“Do you understand coding?” Bean asked.

“No.”

“Well, shut up then,” he muttered, and Zoe chuckled to herself as she loaded up her email. There was a new one from Deputy Walker, and she opened it eagerly.

The drug report from the pills she had found in Hubert’s room had come back. They were Oxycontin, a powerful opioid painkiller that had been at the heart of several scandals with Purdue Pharma over the previous few years.

Zoe considered calling her mom to ask whether Hubert had ever been prescribed the drug, but shut that train of thought down immediately. She doubted Arlene wanted to speak to her, and even if she were privy to Hubert’s medical information, no one who was prescribed a pill would hide it inside a mattress with a bottle of whiskey if they were meant to be taking it.

Instead, she decided to look up the other piece of information Walker had given her—the infamous “RT R.I.P.” on the piece of paper in Hubert’s hand.

Zoe opened Google and wrote the phrase into the search bar, watching thousands of results come back, most of them for guitar pickups on eBay. Her search for “RT Marines” was even more varied and incomprehensible, and after several minutes scrolling through the feed, she decided to give up on it for the short term, until she had more information.

Instead, she decided to continue her research on Orchard Grove.

The website for the home listed all the services they provided as well as detailed information on how the home was run. Zoe had no love for The Linman Group or their methods, but she had to admit they knew how to build a snazzy website.

She clicked through and scrolled down to the history of the building itself. There was a brief background on The Linman Group, mentioning its successes and increased reach across West Virginia, and then it moved on to the building.

The site described the building’s history, stating that it had been in the area since the 1800s and was privately owned until it was sold to The Linman Group in the early 2000s. Some photographs of the purchase showed the previous owner shaking hands with Fergus Neilson, the CEO of The Linman Group.

The previous owner was Anthony Hopkinson, an entrepreneur and millionaire who had made a fortune in real estate across West Virginia. There were very few details about what had led him to sell or why The Linman Group had chosen to buy, but Zoe wasn’t surprised by that—big companies rarely publicized why something was lucrative before they paid for it.

Next, she found several articles that mentioned the fires. Many local news networks had attended the scene and filmed the fire. A few of the videos were still on YouTube, with about a thousand views apiece, the flickering flames visible behind various reporters as they spoke of the tragic loss of such a beautiful building.

The gates around the home had changed a lot since the early 2000s. As Zoe watched each video, she could see the solid form of the fence around the building behind. The fencing that had been erected around Orchard Grove was made up of iron railings, and you could see inside to the home itself, but back then, it was a high opaque wall. Nobody was looking behind that without permission.

And what did Linmans need to hide? That’s the question.

She knew enough of Linmans to know that they wouldn’t have been doing everything by the book. And from what Mateo had said, Zoe had every reason to think that something might have happened there that the fire had covered up.

She settled in and began to read.
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After hours at her computer, Zoe decided to take a break. She headed to the kitchenette to make herself a coffee and then wandered over to bother Rick.

He glanced up at her while typing on his computer and leaned forward in his chair, attempting to ignore her and seeming annoyed when she didn’t walk away.

“You were at the paper from 2016, right?” she asked.

“Around then, why?”

“Did you see any articles about the fire at the nursing home when you were digging through the archives? It happened around 2015, so just before you started here.”

Rick’s lips thinned as he fiddled with his shirt cuff. “No, I didn’t see anything about it. I don’t think it was a major story.”

“A building dating back to the 1800s burned down in Sapphire, Rick. Of course, it was a big story. People love a fire.”

He shrugged nonchalantly. “I don’t remember.”

Zoe frowned, blowing on her coffee as Rick opened a packet of Skittles and began to munch his way through them.

“What are you doing researching that, anyway? Aren’t you working on that piece about the increase in crime around town? I thought that had potential.”

Zoe hesitated. Rick’s exact words had been “if you want to, go for it,” which hadn’t exactly filled her with enthusiasm.

He sure is acting strangely lately.

“I’m still working on that, but I wanted to look into the building, too. It’s got a lot of history to it, and after it was rebuilt, I thought it could be an interesting piece.”

Rick grimaced. “An old building becomes a nursing home. Big whoop.”

“My Gamma is staying there, and I heard some weird stuff happened a few years back that has never been fully reported.”

Rick hissed out a breath, squeezing his eyes shut as he crumpled up the empty Skittles packet and emptied the rest into his mouth.

“That’s a non-story,” he said firmly, and Zoe sipped her coffee, watching him carefully. There was tension around his mouth, his fingers drumming incessantly on the desk.

“I don’t agree.”

“I don’t care,” he replied. “And last time I looked, I’m the editor of the paper, and what I say goes, so drop it.”

“What the hell?” she said, laughing. “You deciding to take an interest in what I do doesn’t give you the right to dictate it.”

“Look, we investigated the fire when it happened. No one is going to be interested in that building now, so don’t waste your energy. Arnold, the previous editor, spent a lot of time on it years ago and determined it’s a non-story.”

A memory surfaced at the mention of that name. Zoe recalled a conversation she had had with Lucy a few weeks before, where Lucy had talked about the previous editor, and how the paper had gone downhill after his death. He had committed suicide.

Zoe glanced at Rick, who had hunkered down over his keyboard again, very much a sign he didn’t want to continue the conversation.

“I had a tip about unexplained deaths at the time, the fire could have been a cover-up.”

“I mean it, Zo, just leave it alone,” Rick said, standing up abruptly and grabbing his coffee mug before storming over to the kitchen.

By this point, Zoe was utterly confused. Rick’s behavior made no sense. Mentioning a cover-up was like music to any reporter’s ears and yet he hadn’t even asked her what her tip was or where it came from.

Does he know something he’s not telling me?

Irritated by his attitude and noting that it was almost time for her to head home, she crouched down beside her desk, waking up a sleepy Max, who blinked at her groggily. She decided to take him for a walk to visit Lyla.

It had been a few hours since the fight with her mother, and Zoe hoped that her grandmother might be willing to talk to her.

“You wanna go get a pup cup from Seth on the way through, buddy?” she asked, and at those words, Max’s ears did their best to point upwards, but one of them flopped down again. “Yeah, that’s what I thought,” Zoe said, laughing as he practically dragged her out of the building.
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When she arrived at the home, Kiki was all smiles. She and Zoe had been texting back and forth about how Lyla was doing, and true to her word, the administrator hadn’t put anything on the books about her flit.

Zoe walked down the corridor to room 43, Max snuffling along the edge of the hallway. She knocked, but there was no answer. She knocked again and almost jumped out of her skin when Nurse Dixon materialized at her elbow.

“She’s outside,” she said, her dark eyes scanning Zoe’s figure. “Do you want me to get her?”

Zoe looked along the hall to the bright square of light from the main room, the sunshine piercing through and highlighting the flowers all over the carpet in a sharp oblong from the terrace beyond.

“No. Thank you, that’s fine,” she said evenly. “I was sorry to hear about Mr. Villiers, by the way.”

Nurse Dixon stepped back, a smile flitting across her face.

“We were all sorry about that one. I know you didn’t agree with how I handled him, but he worried me a lot when he was here. He used to walk up the stairs unsupervised at night. I found him there a couple of times. I always thought he might break his neck one day.”

“What did happen to him?” Zoe asked.

Nurse Dixon tightened her lips. “He passed away, Miss Fontaine. I’m not at liberty to divulge the cause. Now, if you don’t want to visit your grandmother, is there anything else I can help you with?”

“No, I’ll head out and see her now,” she said, and the nurse waited for her to move as Zoe went up the hallway.

The gardens were green and lush, and there were blossoms on the trees. As Zoe entered the living space and headed toward the terrace, she saw her grandmother seated with three other women at one of the tables playing cards. As she watched, all three women groaned as Lyla won a trick and started laughing hysterically.

Zoe paused. She didn’t want to interrupt when her grandmother looked as if she was having fun for the first time. She turned, noting that Nurse Dixon had headed into the nurse’s station and had her back to her through the sliding door.

Taking a chance, she went silently to the door opposite Lyla’s bedroom. Compressing the handle, she half expected to find it locked, but it gave, and she slipped inside.

The room was much smaller than Hubert’s, with most of the space taken up by a bathroom. Several medical aids were attached to the tiles to enable someone to get up and down from the toilet without trouble.

The bed was small and narrow, reminding Zoe of a student’s room. There was a single cabinet beside it, and when she searched through the drawers and closet, they were empty.

Glancing at the floor, she went to her knees, checking under the bed in case there were any mysterious pieces of paper in this room too, but the carpet was clear. There was something behind the leg of the bed, though.

It was small and white, almost like a bead, but when she drew it out, she recognized it immediately—it was the same type of pill she’d found in Hubert’s room. She looked down at Max anxiously, checking to make sure he hadn’t eaten any others that might be lurking.

She glanced around the rest of the room, noting how gloomy it was, and moved to the blind to see if it would cast new light on any other evidence. She grabbed hold of the plastic string and pulled, and as the blind rose, there was a faint tinkling sound.

On the windowsill, as if it had been placed there and forgotten about, was a cup and saucer very similar to the one she had seen in Hubert’s room. She picked it up, sniffing it experimentally. It appeared to have been used for tea—a faint odor was adhering to it, but nothing obviously out of the ordinary.

She tiptoed to the door, pressing her ear against it to ensure she couldn’t hear anything outside, and snuck out again. It felt as if the pill was burning a hole in her pocket. Even having an opiate on her person was unpleasant, particularly with all the memories of Judy that had been stirred up recently.

She needed to determine whether Colin had been prescribed the pills, and to learn the cause of his death. There was one person she could think of to ask, but she would need another favor from Officer Walker to make that happen.
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Zoe arrived at the sheriff’s department and was about to head into the building when she spied Deputy Walker around the side, smoking a cigarette.

Zoe made her way over to her, keeping her footsteps deliberately quiet. As soon as Walker saw movement, she flicked the cigarette away onto the concrete, looking guilty until she saw who it was and rolled her eyes.

“I wasn’t aware smoking was illegal,” Zoe said with a smile.

“I’m in a club that’s supposed to be quittin’. I keep caving, but all the others are super disciplined,” Walker said miserably.

“Sorry to barge in on you again, are you free?”

“We gotta stop meeting like this, people will talk,” Walker said before nodding toward the building, and Zoe followed her inside.

Once they were at Walker’s desk, Zoe glanced around the bullpen at the other deputies. One of them was feeding the solitary fish inside the tank behind the desks, and the young guy she’d seen the day before had three more boxes of tissues scattered over the surface as he blew his nose loudly.

“Have you heard any more about the thefts?” Zoe asked.

“Nope, but did you know Annalise Parker got hit again?” Walker said bitterly.

Zoe froze. “They came back?”

“Yep, it happens a lot. They wait until stuff gets replaced, and then they hit the same place. But it’s usually six weeks later, not a few days, and this was a lot more haphazard than the first time. They just trashed the shop again and stole the big black camera she had rigged up to the system. Annalise has shut the gas station for a while and gone to stay with her mom. I think it’s taken its toll.”

“That’s awful, I had no idea. I’ll message her.”

“Those kids are shameless. They have no reason to focus on small businesses like that. Why can’t they go and raid one of those big-box stores?”

Zoe raised her eyebrows at her, and Walker smiled ruefully.

“I’m not condonin’ it, but at least those big companies can afford the fix.”

“Was there any helpful footage this time?”

“No. They cut the wire. I can’t fathom why they went back there. It doesn’t make any sense to me.”

“For kicks?”

“Pffft. Yeah. The youth of today. Anyway, what do you want? I got stuff to do.” Walker was frowning at her, but her expression seemed faintly friendly. Most of the time it was hard to get a read on whether she was angry or happy.

“I should have said this before, but I appreciate you listening to me about Masterson’s death,” Zoe said.

“Well, my ex-partner nearly killed you, so let’s chalk it up to guilt.”

Zoe sighed. “I wanted to ask you if you have the contact information for Colin’s next of kin.”

Walker frowned. “Who?”

“Colin Villiers, the man who passed away at the home. I wanted to go and talk to them.”

“How do you know he has next of kin?”

“Well, he mentioned he had a daughter named Heather?” Zoe hazarded.

Walker leaned back in her chair. “Okay. But why do you want to talk to her?”

“I found another pill, the same ones as Masterson had, in Colin’s room.”

Walker’s eyes sharpened, suddenly shining with interest. “Really? You just happened upon it, did you?”

Zoe cleared her throat. “More or less.”

Walker held out her hand. “Well, give it here, and I can check if it was the same one.”

Zoe scooped it out of her pocket, noting Walker’s unimpressed expression at the lack of a bag.

“You just had this loose in there?” she said irritably.

“It looks identical. I didn’t think you’d want to run all those tests again for just one tablet.”

Walker sighed. “It’s kinda my job,” she said wearily, pulling out an evidence bag and placing the pill inside it.

“Will you give me the address?” Zoe asked hopefully.

“I don’t know why I should. What are you going to talk to her about? Because she’s just lost her father, she doesn’t need the press pokin’ their noses in.”

“I wanted to ask if she’d consider an autopsy. I think something’s going on in the home, and if Colin died from an Oxy overdose and they weren’t formally prescribed to him, it’ll be proof that someone gave him the wrong pills.”

Walker scoffed. “Look, I admire your drive to help your grandmother, and I admit that it’s odd Mr. Masterson and Mr. Villiers died so close to one another, but it does happen. Sometimes old people get sick.”

Walker picked up a pen, pulling a file over to her as if she were about to start work again. It was an obvious dismissal.

Zoe scowled. “We found the pills, isn’t that enough grounds to request the Medication Administration Records from the home and check their supply?”

“Kissinger doesn’t see it that way,” Walker muttered. “I mentioned to him about the pills, and he said that one bag of narcotics doesn’t mean much, especially considering how they were brought to us,” she said with a warning glare. “We’d need a subpoena, which could take a while.”

Zoe leaned away from her, chewing on her lip.

“Sorry, Zoe,” Walker continued. “I know you mean well, but this is a can of worms I don’t have the time to open. You bring me some solid proof of who supplied those pills, and I’m with you, but I can’t give out the information on the family.”

Zoe nodded, standing up, and Walker did the same, offering her hand to shake. As she did so, Zoe felt a piece of paper pressed against her palm, and she nodded to Walker, glancing around at the other deputies who were all watching her as she headed out the door.

As soon as she was back at her car, she opened the post-it that Walker had passed to her. It was the address for Heather Villiers. Zoe grinned and started the car.
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Colin’s daughter lived in South Hills in Charleston, near Kanawah State Forest. It was a timely reminder for Zoe of everything she had been missing in a bigger city. Seeing a grocery store larger than a gas station was exciting.

Wow, I really reverted to the small town mindset pretty quick.

Heather Villiers’ house couldn’t have been more suburban if it tried. Zoe almost wanted to get out of the car and measure the grass. Heather lived in a row of good-sized detached houses on a quiet street with trees, weighed down with blossoms, lining the sidewalk.

Heather was clearly a keen gardener. Her front lawn was overflowing with flowers and shrubs that the others lacked. An array of gnomes up the path made Zoe smile.

She parked on the street in the shade, cracked a window for Max, and hoped that Heather was home.

Max stood with his paws against the window, whining pitifully as Zoe made her way to the front door. When she knocked, there was a crash that sounded like someone dropping something, a loud curse, and then footsteps approaching the door.

It jerked open, and a middle-aged woman looked out at Zoe. Her glasses were balanced on the end of her nose, and her hair was tied tightly back against her head.

“Yes? Can I help you?” she asked briskly, and Zoe put on her best smile.

“My name’s Zoe Fontaine, are you Heather Villiers?”

Heather squinted at her. “Yeah, that’s me.”

“I’m from Sapphire Valley. I’m really sorry to bother you, but I knew your father, Colin. He was at the same home as my grandmother.”

Heather’s suspicious expression faded as she pulled the door further open.

“Oh, well, hi there.”

“I’m so sorry for your loss. If this isn’t a good time, I can come back.”

Heather’s shoulders slumped as she removed her glasses, letting them drop to her chest where they hung from a beaded chain made of all the colors of the rainbow. Zoe pulled out her keychain, which was covered in rainbows, too, and started fiddling with it casually as Heather’s gaze zeroed in on the vibrant colors.

“No, that’s alright. Why don’t you come in? I’m alone in the house, but you’re half the size of me, so I figure you’re safe enough.”

Zoe smiled. “I promise I won’t attack you.”

“Well ain’t that a blessin’,” Heather stated flatly and walked back up the corridor into the kitchen. The house was all on one level, reminding Zoe of a neater, cat-free version of Mrs. Bornstein’s place.

Walking into the kitchen was like stepping back in time. Every cabinet looked like it had been built in the 1960s, but plants and little oddments everywhere made the place incredibly friendly-looking.

“Oh, this is lovely,” Zoe said sincerely. “You get so much light in here.”

“It’s the best room in the house, I’ve always said so,” Heather said. “Would you like a slice of pie? I just dropped it on the floor, but it’s mostly good.”

Zoe laughed. “Sure. I’d love some.”

“That’s quite a set of keys you have there,” Heather said, glancing back at the long trail of them as Zoe placed them on the table. “How long’s it take to get that kind of a collection?”

“About ten years,” Zoe said, looking around at the number of plants in the room. She was amazed that Heather could do any cooking through the jungle of leaves on every surface.

“Gee, well, maybe I should start now. I love the colors.”

“Thanks, I like rainbows,” Zoe replied, and Heather nodded vigorously.

“Me too,” she said, turning around holding two plates, a slice of pie on each one. “Here you are, I hope it’s alright, I never am happy with the ones I make.”

Zoe took a bite just as her stomach growled loudly. She groaned. “This is so good.”

Heather grinned and settled herself opposite. “So you knew my dad?” she asked.

“A little. My grandmother just moved to the Orchard Grove, so I met him a few times. Again, I’m really sorry.”

Heather chewed on her pie, staring up at the ceiling where some crystals hung, catching the light and refracting it all over the room in spangling patterns.

“I wasn’t expecting it, but he didn’t know who I was by the end. Not really.”

Zoe waited, but Heather said nothing more. “He was asking after you the other day, wondering if you were bringing his dog down for him?”

Heather snorted. “Oh Lord, he got fixated on our old family dog. Hugo’s been dead for years, but he always thought I was bringin’ him. Odd what the brain recalls after it starts to forget things.”

They continued eating their pie for a few more minutes, and Zoe waited patiently, not wanting to dive into her questions too quickly, enjoying the rapport between them.

“So why have you come all the way out here?”

“Could I ask a strange question?”

“Sure.”

“I know this must be a difficult time, but have you been given a clear explanation of what happened? Does everything sound right with the way he passed?”

Heather mulled that over. “Well, they said his heart gave out. He never had any problems with his heart that I know of, but he wasn’t a young man anymore. Why do you ask?”

“My grandmother put the thought in my head. She didn’t think there was anything wrong with him, and she’s been upset about it. I wanted to try to understand what happened to reassure her more than anything else.”

“That’s all they told me. Why? Do you think there’s something strange about it?”

Zoe glanced away. “If I’m honest, I’m not sure, but if you have any doubts, sometimes it’s best to request additional investigations just to be certain.”

Heather sat back in her chair and levelled Zoe with a long stare, the friendliness in her eyes fading away.

“Well, that doesn’t sound very certain to me. You traveled all the way here to ask if I’m going to investigate my father’s death, but you can’t tell me why I should?”

“I just wanted to find out if you plan to get any tests done.”

“Well, I don’t. A private autopsy must cost thousands. I ain’t got that kind of money.” Heather’s mouth twisted into a grimace. “Besides, we got along fine, but my Pa wasn’t always the easiest man to live with. He was very sweet once his mind wasn’t workin’ no more, but we didn’t have the best relationship growing up. I just want to get him buried and move on with my life, Miss Fontaine. I’m sorry if that sounds harsh, but it’s the truth.”

Sensing the chance to persuade her had passed, Zoe got out her card and slid it across the table.

“If you change your mind, would you let me know?”

Heather’s frown deepened. “You’re a reporter?”

“That’s my job, but I’m not here because of that. I just wanted to reassure my grandmother.”

“But you won’t tell me what you need to reassure her about?” Heather asked.

“I don’t want to cause you any worry when I don’t really know what I’m looking for,” Zoe said carefully. “Sorry to have troubled you.”

She stood, heading to the front door, closely followed by Heather.

“Thanks for the pie,” she said, turning to look back at her. “By the way, did your father have any medication he took for pain relief that you know of?”

Heather shook her head. “No.”

Zoe nodded. “Thanks, Heather. I appreciate your time.”
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When Zoe got back to Mrs. Bornstein’s, she was surprised to see Leo’s truck parked outside and felt her heart lift at the sight of it.

“Look who it is!” she said to Max.

He was still sulking, having been left in the car for so long. She had stopped on the drive back to give him a little exercise in a nearby park, but he still had grumpy eyes.

“It’s Leo!” she said, pointing at the truck, and Max’s ears popped up as he started sniffing excitedly at her tone.

She opened the door of the house to the smell of something delicious. Having only had a slice of pie and a coffee all day, she was starving.

“Zoe, we’re in the living room!” Mrs. B called, and she walked in, dodging the cats as they swarmed madly around her legs.

“Hey,” she said as Leo stood up, offering his arms and laughing with delight as Max scrambled into them, excitedly licking his face. Zoe beamed at him. “See? He’s totally forgotten he was ever afraid of you.”

Leo’s eyes were bright with excitement.

“Where have you been?” Mrs. B asked, offering her a cup of tea from the tray in front of her. Zoe swiped two cookies with a grin, and Mrs. B rolled her eyes at her.

“I went to Charleston to follow up on a lead,” she said, settling down in the armchair. “How come the vet’s here?” Zoe asked in a stage whisper. “Did he find out you feed your cats cream every day?” Mrs. B gave her a glare.

Leo laughed. “I was wondering how all these little creatures were doin’ and I’m glad I stopped by as I saved Edith a trip.”

Zoe sat up straighter. “Are they alright?”

Mrs. B nodded. “Yeah, but Tyson over there has lost a claw. I didn’t even notice. He must have been in a fight. It’s partially healed over, but Leo’s gonna drop some antibiotics around for him tomorrow.”

“Aw, poor Tyson, he’s so tiny. How could he get into a fight with anything?”

“Oh, there’s an evil cat down the road.”

Zoe tensed her jaw to keep herself from smiling. “An evil cat?”

“Uh huh. She doesn’t get along with anyone and never liked him. I think she seeks Tyson out to torment him, he’s such a gentle boy. Either way, young Leo here is stayin’ for dinner as a thank you,” Mrs. B said as she stood up. “And Zoe, I want you to invite your grandmother over for dinner one night next week, too.”

Zoe glanced up at her in surprise. “You want Gamma to come for dinner?”

“Yes. I know she’s having a rough time, and I’d like her to have a nice evening meal to look forward to. Ask her what she’d like, and I’ll make it. She ain’t allergic to cats, is she?”

Zoe shook her head, smiling. “No. That’s really kind of you, Mrs. B.”

She waved her off as she picked up the tray and headed into the kitchen. Leo watched her go and then caught Zoe’s eye.

“Guess I’m stickin’ around here for food. I bought steak for tonight; it’ll have to wait until tomorrow.”

Zoe chuckled. “Did she just inform you you were staying for dinner? She does that. But she’s a great cook. I think Mrs. B likes hosting people.”

“It was kind of her to invite Lyla over.”

“Yeah, she’s like that, too. I know people say she’s a busybody, but she’s very caring.”

“I cannot believe how many cats she has,” Leo whispered. “How does she have enough money to feed them all?”

“Well, that’s part of the reason she rented out my room, apparently. My rent pays for some of their insurance, too.”

“Well, that’s good, although I’m sorry you’re having to move. What lead were you following up by the way?”

“I went to speak to Colin Villiers’ daughter, Heather. You know those pills I found in Hubert’s room? Well, there was one in Colin’s as well. I wanted to confirm whether he had any prescriptions for pain relief, but he didn’t. Or at least she didn’t think he did.”

“But why would they be there if they weren’t his meds?

Zoe chewed the inside of her cheek, sipping her tea. “I was wondering whether…”

She stopped, and Leo repositioned Max, who was trying to leap onto the floor to make friends with the cats.

“What?”

“Don’t do the face.”

Leo grinned. “What face?”

“The face you always do when I have a theory about something you think is far-fetched.”

“Okay, I won’t do the face.”

Zoe huffed at him. “I wondered whether Gamma was right about Nurse Dixon. Colin was a wanderer, she said as much to me herself—twice. Gamma told me she does a lot of night shifts. If Colin kept coming out of his room and wandering around the home at night, that would have been inconvenient, particularly for someone as apathetic as Dixon. Maybe it was easier if he just slept a bit longer and didn’t get up. Oxycontin is powerful; it can make people very listless and lethargic.”

Leo raised his eyebrows and then seemed to remember he wasn’t allowed to look skeptical, and his face did something complicated.

“Alright, and if she was drugging him?”

“Well, that’s just it. I’d have to prove it. Walker told me they won’t investigate unless I can give her some evidence of who was supplying the pills. I overheard a conversation with Nurse Dixon where she was talking about ‘retrieving’ something from Hubert’s room, but that doesn’t prove anything.”

Leo shook his head. “And the sheriff’s department won’t look into the pills on their own?”

“Apparently not.”

Max settled down in Leo’s lap, his huge paws hanging over the side of his thighs as he panted happily, watching the cats moving around the floor. Leo glanced at Zoe, looking thoughtful.

“You mentioned that you thought Hubert could have committed suicide. Do you still think that could be the case?”

Zoe rolled her shoulders. “I don’t know. When I showed Walker the paper I found under his bed, she recognized it. Apparently, Hubert had a piece of it stuffed in his hand when they examined the body. It said “RT R.I.P.”

Leo wrestled with Max as he sniffed at a white cat that had crawled out from under the couch.

“What does that mean?”

“I had a look online, but it’s a needle in about a million haystacks. I think it must be to do with the military, I can’t work out why all those photographs would be smashed like that, if his death wasn’t linked to his past somehow.”

Zoe glanced at Leo imploringly, and his expression darkened.

“What?” he asked suspiciously.

“I was wondering if you knew anyone in the Army who you could ask about him? Do some digging? I feel like we’re missing something that’s staring us in the face.”

“RT could be anything.”

“I know,” she said, leaning forward in her chair and glancing at the door to make sure Mrs. B wasn’t coming back. “But let’s say you’re Hubert and you wanted to end your life—maybe with an overdose of Oxycontin, for example. You write a note in your final hours—this RT must be something significant if he thought of it before his death.”

Leo considered it for a moment. “I might know someone I can ask about Masterson. Tate seemed to think he had a legendary reputation. Although it sounds like there was as much bad as there was good.”

“Exactly! So it figures people would know who he was, right? Thanks Leo. Obviously, don’t go out of your way. Just whatever you can find out.”

“Zoe, I’m not in the Army any more, everything about this is out of my way.”

“I’ll make it up to you,” she said with a smile and then felt a jolt of worry ripple through her at how suggestive that had sounded.

An awkward silence fell as they listened to the clattering of pots and pans in the kitchen, and Max sat up and started licking Leo’s face.

“Max, stop being gross,” Zoe admonished him, but Leo allowed it with a happy smile.

“We’re best friends now, he can do what he likes.”

“I guess being away from you for a bit has made the heart grow fonder, or whatever the phrase is.”

Leo glanced at her, clearing his throat. “Yeah, so we have our double date tomorrow night.”

Zoe clapped a hand over her face. “Ugh. Lucy is lovely, but she is also totally oblivious. I know you don’t want to have to spend time with Seth if you can help it.”

“I mean, it’s mainly him disliking me, and it’s escalated over the years. I avoid him because it’s awkward, I got nothin’ against the guy.”

“Where are we going again?”

“This Italian place in Abbotsville—supposed to be good.”

Zoe nodded, sighing. “Maybe it’ll be fun.”

“Well, I know Lucy’s looking forward to catchin’ up with you, she said you haven’t had much of a chance since you’ve been back.”

Zoe managed a smile, leaning into her chair and sipping the rest of her tea. Max whined in Leo’s lap, and she got up to take him outside, dreading the following evening and wishing that she could think of a way to get out of it.
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The next morning, to take her mind off the date, Zoe went into town to do some shopping.

Sapphire had three or four clothing stores, one on the main street and the others scattered along side roads. The experience wasn’t quite what she was used to in DC. A little store called The State Boutique had several clothes rails showcasing outfits that would have suited everyone in the care home perfectly.

Their shoe rack was even worse, and she left hurriedly before the attendant could come to bother her.

She stopped by the general store to buy vibrant sheets and a rainbow comforter for her grandmother’s room. Leaving the store, she felt fairly cheerful, until she bumped into a little boy in a wheelchair on the sidewalk, who was petting Max, tied up outside.

“I’m so sorry,” she said, turning quickly around and almost falling over herself to make sure she didn’t hit him with her bags. He was about seven or eight with bright red hair.

“Hi Zoe.”

Deputy Walker stepped up behind the little boy, her hands coming to rest on the handles of his chair, as she looked at Zoe in amusement.

“Oh, hi, Deputy Walker,” Zoe said automatically, unaccustomed to seeing her out of uniform. She was wearing a beautiful, white knitted sweater that looked like it had been handmade.

“Fred is fine,” Walker stated as the little boy giggled at Max, who was with Max trying to lick his face.

“Fred?” Zoe asked, confused.

“My name is Winifred, but I refuse to be called ‘Winnie Walker’ so just call me Fred.”

Zoe looked down at the little boy who was still giggling at Max. “Wow, he likes you. You know that dog is scared of everybody, so you’re very special. Is this your mom?” she asked.

“Yes, this is my mom. She’s a cop,” he said helpfully. Walker leaned against his chair, looking down at him and growling loudly as he giggled again. It was the happiest, most wonderful sound.

“What are you doin’ in town?” Zoe asked her.

“Junior here needed new shoes, because his toes keep pokin’ holes in his old ones, but he had a fit in the store, so now we’re gettin’ ice cream. How about you?”

“I was just buying more colorful blankets for my Gamma’s room to brighten it up. I also wanted to see if I could get a nice top for something, but the fashion here isn’t… It’s not quite what I was hoping for.”

“Oh, man, the State Boutique is pretty old-fashioned. I’d recommend The Valley Vault, it’s on the bottom of Redman Street near the community center. Way better.”

“Thanks! I’ll check it out.”

“Did you have a look at that address I gave you, by the way?” Walker asked as her little boy continued to stroke Max, who was very keen to get into his wheelchair with him.

“Yeah. Thank you for that, by the way,” she said, giving Walker a quick rundown of what Heather Villiers had said—such as it was.

“I didn’t think you’d have much luck,” Walker said. “She’s not wrong about the money she’d have to lay out for that kind of thing. I think a private autopsy is five grand.”

“What? That’s insane.”

“If it helps, I think you’re onto something, though. I been thinkin’ about Mr. Villiers, and Mr. Masterson. It’s odd that both of them had the same pills in their rooms—where’d they come from? If it’s someone from the home, it needs to be looked into as quickly as possible. I’m gonna speak to the sheriff and see if he’ll agree to me requesting their records.”

“That’s great, thank you. I know my Gamma would feel better if you were looking into it.”

Walker nodded. “What do you think is happening in that place?”

Zoe laughed. “Well, my Gamma has a theory that one of the nurses is incompetent and giving people the wrong pills. In a place that size, I guess someone might have the chance to steal the stock without anyone noticing. Hubert did have quite a bit of cash on him, and someone must have bought the booze he had for him, unless he snuck it in himself.”

Walker was quiet for a while. “Was there anyone who had something to gain from Hubert’s death?”

Zoe’s excitement spiked as she recognized that the deputy was starting to take this seriously.

“I don’t know, but I plan to find out. I’ll keep you posted.”

“You do that. I gotta get my son out of here before he adopts your dog. Come on, Fred, let’s go get some ice cream.”
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Seth picked Zoe up the following evening in a red Mini Cooper with stripes on the hood. It wasn’t the kind of car she had expected him to drive, but somehow, it suited him. He wore a red shirt to match, showcasing his muscular body perfectly.

Seth was a good-looking guy, but seemed to be clinging to the world he had known in high school with his long hair, flexing biceps, and dazzling white smile. All Zoe could think of when she got in was how much more comfortable she would have been in Leo’s pickup, which just made her feel like a jerk.

“Hey,” Seth said with a smile as she got in. “You look gorgeous.”

Zoe laughed. “Thanks.”

In the end, she had opted for jeans, heels, a jacket, and a shirt, even though it made her feel like she was at work. She hated wearing skirts and didn’t want to appear too dressed up.

As they drove to Abbotsville, Zoe began to feel nervous only when they parked at the restaurant, and she saw Leo. He was wearing a black button-down shirt and black jeans that made him look like a cowboy, with his hair tied back, and a bolo tie around his neck.

Seth came round and opened the door for her, which irritated her instantly—why can’t I be able to get the door myself? She supposed it was chivalrous, but that wasn’t her style at all.

The restaurant, simply named Bianca’s, was fancier than she’d expected and beautiful inside. Abbotsville was about three times the size of Sapphire and had far better amenities than the smaller towns in the area. Bianca’s was a sign that the neighborhood was improving.

It was small and intimate with about eight tables. The walls had been painted in a distressed style, which gave the illusion that the paint had faded over time. On the top half of the wall, a cream panel had been placed opposite the door where several staff members had signed their names.

It was family-run, and Bianca was the matriarch, though her granddaughter was the one who technically owned the place and ran the show. She greeted them warmly, a bright smile on her face as she showed them to their table.

Zoe and Leo hadn’t exchanged a word since they’d arrived, but Lucy was chattering happily about how wonderful the place was. She was best friends with the owner before they even took their seats and was wearing so much perfume Zoe could barely breathe.

Her heart sank a little as she watched Lucy’s bright eyes move to Leo, her shoulders were relaxed but everything else about Lucy was tense. She looked beautiful, her hair tied back in a bundle at the back of her head, ribbons everywhere, and her sparkling top was much more interesting than Zoe’s choice.

Leo handed her a menu, and Lucy’s eyes lingered on him before she opened it—she was practically vibrating with excitement.

Zoe focused on her own menu, noticing belatedly that Seth was watching her and felt her cheeks heat in case she’d been too obvious with her displeasure.

This is gonna be the longest night of my life.

“So, I’ve already chosen what I want,” Lucy said brightly. “This place serves the best spaghetti Bolognese I’ve ever had. I know it’s clichéd at an Italian restaurant, but I just can’t say no to parmesan cheese.”

Zoe forced a smile as Leo caught her eye and they both buried themselves in their menus again.

When the waiter came over with the wine list, Seth grabbed it out of the man’s hand eagerly. It wasn’t just Zoe who was picking up on the tension in the air; Leo and Seth hadn’t looked at one another once.

After the wine was brought and they all had a glass in their hands, Lucy raised hers in the air.

“I’m so happy we could all do this,” she said. “I know you boys need a kick up the keister to get you to talk to each other, but that’s what tonight is for. What’s the beef between you anyhow?”

Leo looked to Seth, and there was a stony silence for a few seconds before Seth cleared his throat.

“I guess we were always rivals in school.”

His gaze was fixed on Leo, and Zoe glanced between them warily. It didn’t just look like idle dislike now; but there was a warning in Seth’s eyes as if he was really threatening Leo.

“Yeah,” Leo added with his usual laid-back attitude. “It’s ancient history either way, maybe we should bury the hatchet.”

Seth contemplated Leo coldly as he ran his tongue over his lower lip, but Leo’s relaxed vibe didn’t seem to reduce the weird atmosphere between them at all. The evening was brimming with tension, and Zoe wished she had never been persuaded to come.

As they ordered, Lucy finally seemed to pick up on the silence between the two men and turned to Zoe instead.

“How’s your Gamma gettin’ on? I had no idea the barbecue ended because one of the residents had passed away. I was so sorry to hear about it. I’m sure it’s hard for her when that sort of thing happens.”

Zoe nodded. “Thanks for asking, I think she’s finding it pretty hard to settle in, but she’s getting there.”

“Does she crochet?” Lucy asked enthusiastically.

Zoe laughed. “Uh, not that I know of, but I could ask her.”

“You know, I remember your Gamma from high school,” Lucy said, sipping her wine.

Leo snorted, and Zoe glared at him. “Yes, everyone remembers her arguing with the principal about my part in the play.”

“She was so angry you hadn’t been cast as the lead. She really let him have it.”

Zoe sighed. “I think she thought she was helping.”

“You were an amazing singer, though,” Seth said fondly. “Weren’t you two in a band or somethin’?”

Lucy and Zoe glanced at one another in horror. “No,” Zoe said firmly, holding back the urge to hide under the table. Seth was grinning now.

“You sure? Wasn’t it some kind of emo group? I remember some YouTube videos…”

Zoe’s stomach plummeted to the floor. She’d hoped their ‘band’ would fade away forever, but no such luck. Why did teenage girls decide that inexpertly playing guitar on camera and putting it online was a good use of their time?

“What was the name of it, again?” Seth asked.

“Oh my God, Seth, do not go there,” Lucy said desperately. “It was so long ago, and Zoe and I are far more sensible now.”

Zoe grimaced. “I hope those videos came off of YouTube.”

Lucy’s expression of horror got Leo chuckling too. “Jesus, do you think they’re still there?”

Seth was on his phone now, and Zoe frowned at him. It was obvious neither of them wanted to regress into those days, but he seemed not to care, searching YouTube while they talked.

“I guess once it’s online it’s there forever,” Lucy hazarded.

“Night Wing! That was it,” Seth said, and Zoe clenched her fists beneath the table. She caught Lucy’s eye, but she didn’t seem to be squirming as much as Zoe was.

“Seth, no one wants to see that,” Zoe said worriedly, trying to keep her tone light as her heart hammered painfully against her ribs.

I really don’t need Leo to see me as a seventeen-year-old attempting to play guitar.

“Oh my God,” Seth said, throwing his head back and laughing, obviously having found the video. “This is amazing.”

“She told you she doesn’t want to watch it, Seth, drop it.”

Zoe and Lucy both turned to Leo, who was glaring at Seth. His usually casual stance was rigid and angry as he held his wine glass. Seth looked up at him, too, his chest puffing out indignantly.

“It’s just a video, everyone did stupid stuff as a kid.”

Leo didn’t reply; he didn’t have to. The disapproval rolling off him was palpable.

“It’s okay, Leo, you’ll just need to bleach your eyes if you watch it,” Zoe muttered.

“I ain’t gonna watch it. If someone says they don’t want you to show somethin’ you don’t do it, far as I’m concerned.”

Seth held up his hand, pocketing his phone. “Alright, chill, I thought it would be funny.”

Leo’s jaw was working, the vein pulsing in his temple as he swirled his wine. Seth took a healthy swallow from his glass, and nobody said anything more.

Jesus, this is the worst date in the history of the universe.

“Lucy, don’t you have another business, too?” Zoe asked hurriedly. “You said were doing tarot readings or something?”

“That’s right. I keep trying to read Leo’s tea leaves, but he won’t let me. I do palm and tarot readings and I’m gettin’ a qualification in Reiki,” she said, looking to Leo, who seemed to have recovered himself.

“What’s Reiki?” Zoe asked, noticing all four of them had almost finished their wine.

“Oh, it’s a practice where I channel energy to assist with healing. My mom swears by it and it’s the only thing that’s cleared up her back pain.”

“Maybe you could use it on my knee,” Seth finally piped up.

“Does it bother you?” Lucy asked.

“Old injury. Fell wrong on the field. Always been a bit twisted up.”

“Oh, well, you should come by!” Lucy chirped. Her energy was infectious, and her excitement slowly began to seep across the table.

By the time the starters arrived, Lucy and Zoe were talking easily about DC and working at The Washington Express. She kept the conversation away from discussing her apartment or how long she planned to be in Sapphire.

Both men were the designated drivers and switched to sodas as the evening drew on, but Zoe was getting pretty drunk. She hadn’t intended to, but her wine kept being refilled, and she hadn’t been sure how much she had drunk until she went to the bathroom and could no longer walk straight.

When she returned to the table, the mains were being cleared away, and as she sat down, she almost fell off her chair. Leo’s hand came up to grip her arm as she balanced herself.

“Oops,” she said. “Okay, that’s enough wine for me.”

Leo poured her a glass of water and she smiled at him gratefully, but when she looked at Seth he was glowering at Leo and looking pissed.

Lucy, for her part, was sipping her wine awkwardly, glancing between the two men, and the atmosphere had changed since Zoe left the table.

“Where’s Max tonight?” Seth asked.

“Oh, I left him in his room. Mrs. B doesn’t mind caring for him when it’s just a few hours in the evening.”

“Does he get along with the cats?”

“Mostly. Well, he generally wants to make friends with them, and they avoid him.”

“Except Satan,” Leo commented.

“Except Satan.” She chuckled at Lucy and Seth’s confused looks. “He’s a massive fluffy black cat. Max loves him.”

“My dog loves cats, too,” Seth said affectionately.

“I didn’t know you had a dog.”

“I know. She’s a spaniel. My mom had her for a long time, and when she died, she left her to me. She’s got a few problems now that she’s older.”

“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that. She couldn’t ask for a better vet, though,” she said smiling at Leo, and then the table fell silent again.

“Seth doesn’t use my clinic,” Leo said softly.

“Nah, I go to the vets here in Abbotsville,” Seth said, leaning back in his chair and raising his eyebrows at Leo in challenge. “They’re way cheaper.”

Leo didn’t react more than to nod his head. “That’s true.”

“Like, fifty bucks a pop cheaper,” Seth added, sipping his Coke as Leo spun his glass around in a circle.

“Well, that’s not surprising, isn’t the vet in Abbotsville a huge chain?” Zoe asked.

Seth shrugged. “It’s still daylight robbery what he charges for a shot,” he muttered, and Zoe’s teeth clenched.

“Have you ever had to run a small business?” she asked as Leo stiffened in his chair.

“It’s alright, Zo—”

Seth licked his lips. “What, you mean like the café?”

“Exactly,” Zoe snapped. “How would you feel if a Starbucks opened across the street and everyone went there because it was ‘cheaper’?”

Seth stared at her, glancing between her and Leo, with a smirk on his face.

“Oh, I’m sorry, you’re absolutely right,” he muttered sarcastically.

The waiter arrived at Zoe’s elbow, looking around at them all with a wide smile. “Can I get you the dessert menus?” he asked.

“No,” Seth said without consulting anyone else. “Just the check, thanks.”

Zoe wasn’t about to complain that the night was finishing early, but Lucy looked a little crestfallen.

“Oh,” Lucy said haltingly. “Well, do you guys wanna go for a drink somewhere?”

“Thanks, Lucy, but I’m beat. Zoe, I’m happy to take you home unless you’re getting a ride with Leo?”

The tone of his voice was all wrong for the question, and Zoe’s cheeks heated all over again.

“Thanks, a ride would be great,” she mumbled, downing her whole glass of water in an attempt to sober up.

“Well, Leo, the night is young, shall we get a drink before we head home?” Lucy suggested.

“Sure,” Leo replied, his eyes still fixed on Seth as the two men faced off against each other. Zoe had no idea what was going on between them, but she suddenly felt exhausted, with the beginnings of a headache prodding at her mind. All she wanted was her bed.

After the check came, they all rose and headed outside as they pulled on their coats. A horribly awkward farewell ensued, during which Lucy hugged Zoe and told her how wonderful the evening had been while the two men stood opposite one another, saying nothing.

Zoe couldn’t get into the car fast enough. Seth barely spoke to her the whole way home.
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The following morning was a Sunday, and Zoe woke up with an aching head, nausea, and a feeling of dejected misery. It didn’t help that Max had wet himself in the night as she had forgotten to check on him when she’d got in and she had to clear up a foul-smelling puddle of urine while hungover.

In an attempt to clear her head, she decided to head out for a hike. There were no texts from Seth waiting on her phone when she checked it, which wasn’t a huge surprise. Although the date hadn’t been a total catastrophe, it had been as awkward as she expected. Zoe had been surprised by how much she still enjoyed Lucy’s company—even if she did have to tamp down her jealousy every time she looked at her and Leo.

As she dressed and got Max ready to go out, she couldn’t help wondering what had happened the night before, whether Leo and Lucy had had their drink, and what had happened after.

Did he go back to her place?

The thought made her stomach roll, and she grabbed Max’s leash and tugged him out the door. It was still early, and a mist hung over everything as she walked out the front door. She stopped in her tracks and listened to the silence, watching bright, puffy clouds passing between the trees above her.

She got in her car and drove to her favorite hiking trail, hoping it would be early enough that she wouldn’t encounter anyone else. If she had to throw up into a bush, there would be no witnesses.

The backpack for Max was in the trunk, and she looked at it thoughtfully. Max had started to grow into his legs now, it wasn’t necessary to carry him, but she lifted it onto her back all the same, just in case halfway up he got too tired.

Max loved being outside and sniffed everything he could get his nose into. The slope was steep, and the stream trickling beside her made her thirsty. She stopped halfway up to catch her breath as Max peed into the stream.

“Nice buddy, I hope no one has to drink that,” she said as he panted happily, looking up at her with huge soulful eyes.

After another half hour, she reached the top, exhausted but with her headache receding.

When she rounded the corner at the top of the hill and came to an abrupt halt when she saw Leo sitting on the little stone outcrop they had visited a few weeks before. His hair was blowing in the breeze from the mountain, and by his relaxed posture, she didn’t think he had heard them coming.

He looked untouchable and beautiful, with the sun on his face, sunglasses over his eyes, one leg hitched up, and his foot resting on the stone.

Max barked, and Leo jumped violently, but then grinned happily as he caught sight of the dog.

“Oh my goodness, well, hey there buddy!”

“Leo, what are you doing here?” she asked in amazement as Max bounded over. Leo gave a little cry of delight as he jumped onto his knees, with Max trying to lick his face.

“I felt like a walk,” he said, and she wished she could see his eyes behind the shades. “How about you?”

“Fighting off a hangover. Sorry, I got drunk last night, I hadn’t realized how much I’d had.”

He shook his head. “You didn’t seem drunk to me, don’t worry.”

She came to sit beside him as she let Max off the leash and watched him sniff around the stone circle with interest.

The wind ruffled through the trees above them, and Zoe felt something building in the quiet, as if thousands of unsaid words were pouring down the mountain and making her desperate to speak.

She knew what she wanted to say; she just didn’t know if she had the strength to say it.

“Last night was pretty crappy,” she said finally, and Leo gave a bark of laughter as Max raised his head.

“Yeah, remind me never to do a double date with Bowen again.”

Zoe pulled at her sleeve, watching Max push his nose against a tree trunk at the edge of the clearing.

“I’m sorry things were so awkward.”

“Wasn’t your fault.”

“What is the beef between you and Seth? It felt like more than a silly rivalry last night.”

Leo’s expression was grim as he shrugged, leaning his elbows on his knees.

“He hates me for somethin’ that happened in high school, but it ain’t my thing, Zo. It’s for Seth to talk about.”

“Well, I doubt he’ll be talking about it with me any time soon.”

Leo went still. “Why’s that?”

“I’m not gonna go out with him again. Last night was weird, and I didn’t enjoy it at all.”

Leo leaned back, glancing at her before he nodded. “Me neither.”

“Did you and Lucy go for another drink in the end?”

“Yeah, just the one. She’s nice… I just…” he trailed off, slapping his thighs as he stood up. Max trotted over, sniffing at his shoes as Leo scratched him behind his ears. He stood with his hands on his hips looking down the valley and then laughed gently.

“You know, it’s only been a year since Freya passed. It feels like I should be waitin’ longer before startin’ to date again. I know a lot of people in town might think so too, but I kind of feel ready. I can’t explain it. Wind’s changed or somethin’.”

“That’s good,” she said sincerely. “Like you said, Freya wouldn’t want you sitting on your ass all day waiting for life to come to you.”

Leo looked down at her, but she still couldn’t read him without seeing his eyes.

“Last night I felt it in a different way, though. I knew I was ready to date again and see how things pan out, but it took me by surprise, I guess.”

Zoe swallowed. “That’s good, too. Lucy’s—”

“I ain’t talkin’ about Lucy,” he said, his voice a low, intimate rumble as he stared at her, and Zoe couldn’t move, frozen in place as Max chose that moment to jump up on her lap, almost toppling her over the edge.

“God damnit,” Leo said, leaping forward and grabbing Max’s harness and Zoe’s arm at the same time, tugging her back away from the edge. They both stared at each other in shock, and Zoe gasped.

“Oh my God, he nearly killed me,” she said with mock irritation, looking down at the oblivious puppy.

“Max, you big idiot, would you stop trying to crack open Zoe’s skull? She won’t be able to feed you if you do that.”

Zoe chuckled, settling herself on the stone as Leo stepped back, the place where his hand had held her arm hot, as if branding her skin.

“Did you hear what I said?” Leo asked, his tone more serious than she had ever heard it.

Zoe fidgeted. “I heard you.”

“Look, I know we both got tangled up in this thing, and Lucy kind of caught me off guard with her date suggestion, but I should never have said yes. I realized that pretty quickly last night. I was on a date with the wrong woman.”

Zoe’s heart soared at those words, just as a warm wind blew down the mountain and flew around them before descending into the valley.

“Look,” Leo said, “I don’t know if you feel the same way—”

“I do,” she said, her cheeks flaming.

Leo stopped talking, glancing at her, a smile tugging at the edges of his mouth.

“Well, alright then,” he managed, but he stood up taller, and finally a broad grin broke out on his face as he scratched his head. “So, what do we do?”

“Right now, I’m gonna take this big lug down the mountain and invite Gamma for dinner at Mrs. B’s house.”

“Zoe.”

“Yes, I know what you meant. I guess we’ll both need to speak to Seth and Lucy?”

“I guess. You know, Lucy came to the ranch the other day. She’s allergic to every animal I have. I thought she was gonna sneeze up a kidney.”

Zoe laughed as they walked down the mountain together in companionable silence, a weight she hadn’t known had been there lifting from her shoulders with every step.

Diverting down a side path, they made their way toward the home. Zoe expected Leo to peel off and head back to the ranch, but he seemed determined to escort her, and she couldn’t keep the smile from her face.

As they walked up the path, their hands brushed together, and Zoe wasn’t sure if Leo had intended to hold her hand or not, but it sent a thrill through her chest in any case.

As they approached Orchard Grove, Nurse Dixon was just arriving. It was still early, and Zoe nodded to her as the nurse came around her car, slamming the door and making her way hurriedly inside.

“She never does cheer up, I don’t think,” Zoe muttered, but when she looked to Leo, he was watching the nurse with a shocked expression, his mouth hanging open in surprise.

“What is it, Leo?” she asked.

Leo looked down at her, his eyes darkening. “When I met Mateo the other day, it was by the bridge at the edge of town. I saw a woman in an alleyway talkin’ to one of the community. They passed something between them, I was pretty sure it was a drug deal, but it wasn’t my business to get into at the time.”

Leo’s eyes moved to the entrance of the home, his jaw working angrily.

“It was that nurse, I’m sure of it.”
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There were ten or so cats beneath the table as Mrs. Bornstein brought out the casserole she’d made. Lyla was in good spirits, her complexion less pale than it had been, and it was obvious to Zoe that she loved being out of the home.

“This is a special recipe,” Mrs. Bornstein said as she placed it on the table. “It’s got quite a bit of alcohol in the sauce,” she said, winking at Lyla, who chuckled happily.

“Well, good, I need to get drunk before I go home so I retain my reputation,” she said wryly.

Zoe and Lyla hadn’t discussed the incident at Arlene’s house at length, but the time they had spent together since had been strained. Zoe had even called Judy to see if she had any advice for handling things, but she hadn’t been able to get through to her.

Mrs. Bornstein ladled their food into their bowls, and the steaming hot concoction smelled wonderful. They had garlic bread on their side plates and red wine in their glasses, and Zoe could tell that Lyla was impressed.

“You know, I used to make something like this, does it have sherry in it?” she asked.

“Oh, I used to put sherry in it, but I found that it sometimes made the sauce too thin, so I tend to use a mixture of chopped tomatoes and red wine now.”

Mrs. B raised her glass and Lyla immediately clinked hers against it, laughing, a bright light in her eyes as a cat jumped onto her lap.

“Oh, Curtis, would you get down?” Mrs. B said, shooing it away.

“It’s alright,” Lyla said as the cat clung on for dear life. “He’s gorgeous.”

“Oh, that one’s a girl, but I had her from such a tiny age, I didn’t know until later. Hence she’s named Curtis.”

“How tiny?” Lyla asked, stroking the cat, who started purring immediately.

“Oh, about three weeks, she’s the daughter of Valeriana, who I found behind a dumpster. I’m not sure where she’s got to, but she’s white and very moody.”

“However does Max survive in here?” Lyla asked good-naturedly, and Mrs. Bornstein sighed.

“Oh, he’s a dear. He doesn’t cause much trouble unless I accidentally leave the trash open and he gets his nose stuck in it. Zoe has been so careful with him. I’m going to be sorry to see you move out,” she said.

Zoe laid a hand over Mrs. B’s arm and squeezed. “It’s alright. I’ll come visit all the time.”

They all tucked into their food as Lyla looked up at Zoe. “Have you decided on that apartment yet?”

“Oh, you found somewhere?” Mrs. B asked.

“Sort of. The administrator at Orchard Grove had a block she was looking at, and I went along with her. It’s a pretty good size and dirt cheap.”

“In Sapphire?”

“Yeah.”

“Oh, I am glad you’ll be nearby,” Mrs. B said happily.

“Well, I haven’t totally decided yet.”

“She’s still got her heart set on being a city girl,” Lyla murmured, and Mrs. B shook her head as they exchanged looks.

“Youth these days.”

“I know, right?” Lyla said, and Zoe laughed at her, tearing off a chunk of garlic bread.

“And how are things at Orchard Grove?” Mrs. Bornstein asked. “I know it might be a dirty word, but I put my cards on the table when I need to, and I think if you don’t like it, you should be able to move. There, I said it,” she said, looking at Zoe pointedly.

“I don’t disagree with you,” Zoe replied. “I just haven’t found anywhere Gamma can stay.”

“A dumpster would be fine, at least there won’t be murderers in there,” Lyla added.

“Murderers?” Mrs. Bornstein asked, alarmed. “Whatever are you talking about?”

“The nurses are trying to kill me,” Lyla said bleakly.

“Gamma,” Zoe said, a hint of warning in her voice.

“What? They are! You think there’s something odd about it too, admit it.”

Zoe had decided it wouldn’t be wise to tell her grandmother about what Leo had seen. It didn’t seem sensible to pour gasoline on her fire just at the moment.

“Gamma, this isn’t helpful.”

But Mrs. Bornstein’s eyes had grown as wide as saucers, and she was looking at Lyla with great excitement.

“Ignore Zoe, tell me everything! Oh, we could work out who it is behind it all and save the day!”

Zoe stared at her incredulously as the two women bowed their heads together, and Lyla began to relate all the goings on at the home. Zoe felt as if she should stop it, but the light had returned to Lyla’s eyes, and she was loath to shut it down.

Could it hurt to indulge her? It might help me work out what the hell is going on in that place.

Mrs. Bornstein listened closely as Lyla rattled through Hubert’s death, as well as Colin’s. Her eyebrows were in her hairline by the end of the story.

“Well, that sounds very suspicious to me,” she said as Lyla nodded vigorously.

“That’s what I keep telling Zoe, but she won’t listen to me.”

“I am listening, Gamma, but you need evidence for this stuff, you can’t just go around accusing people.”

“I can do as I like, I’m in my seventies, I could be a modern-day Miss Marple.”

“Well, exactly!” Mrs. Bornstein exclaimed.

Zoe snorted. “Please don’t encourage her, Mrs. B.”

“And you think this nurse is the culprit?” Mrs. B asked Lyla.

“Well, I know she gave Terry, another resident, the wrong pills. It’s a big place, and that nurse’s station is never manned all the time. Most of the medical staff have a key, so it wouldn’t be too difficult for her to help herself to the pills when she wants.”

“Gamma—”

“And she used to lock Colin in his room, Zoe told me! Who would do something like that to a man with dementia?”

“We don’t know whether that was every night, Gamma, he used to wander by himself and get into trouble—”

“And… on the night Hubert died, there were several patients—many of them infirm and elderly—who had already gone to bed, so there were a limited number of people who it could have been.”

“Infirm and elderly like you, you mean?” Zoe asked with a smirk, and Lyla gave her a withering look.

“Lyla doesn’t look infirm to me,” Mrs. Bornstein said. “Why, you can’t be more than ten years older than me and don’t look a day over sixty.”

Lyla beamed, and Zoe raised her eyes to the ceiling. In under thirty seconds, a real friendship had been born.

Lyla leaned forward, her food forgotten as she rested her elbows on the table, counting with her fingers.

“It was Hubert, the people in the game room, and the nursing staff,” Lyla continued doggedly. “So, that would be Nurse Dixon, that little one, what’s her name, Cathy something, and Nurse Templeton, who were on the floor that night. Lots of people came to the lounge to watch the TV, so everyone else had limited access.”

Mrs. Bornstein asked another question about the layout of the home and what Hubert Masterson was like, and Lyla detailed both answers.

But the conversation got Zoe thinking.

Lyla was right. Several of the residents had gone to bed, and many of the others were in the lounge. Nurse Dixon and the other staff would have had ample opportunity to hurt him if they chose to, and Tate Dawson had gone to bed at the exact same time as Hubert.

Tate famously didn’t like the man and would have had a chance to go into his room without anyone noticing.

Zoe chewed on her food as the two women continued to strategize. Mrs. Bornstein became increasingly enthused about Nurse Dixon being the culprit, but Zoe’s mind was whirring with a new possibility.

There were three options based on what Walker had told her. Hubert could have committed suicide and overdosed on the pills that he had in his room. He could have passed away from natural causes—or—someone had murdered him.

If that person had wanted to get to Hubert, Zoe realized that the window of opportunity her grandmother was talking about might not be relevant.

The easiest way to hurt someone in a home like that was to drug them, and that could have taken some time to take effect. It wasn’t necessarily about who had been around that evening, but who had been in the home that day.

Anyone who had been working, or any of the residents, such as Dawson, could have taken the chance.

Her heart began beating faster as she remembered the cup and saucer that had been left behind the blind on Colin’s windowsill and the teacup on Hubert’s floor.

“Gamma?” she asked, interrupting their discussion.

“Yes, dear?”

“Who distributes the medication in the home most of the time? Is it Nurse Templeton?”

“No, Zoe, I told you before. Nurse Dixon is in charge of all of that.”
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Leo parked his truck outside the diner, watching a waitress walk slowly past the booths, offering the customers coffee. Several trucks were in the parking lot, most of the drivers inside with baseball caps over their eyes, huddled over their cups, looking exhausted.

He squinted through the neon sign that read “Carrie’s Coffee,” wondering if Carrie was the waitress. In the back, a very tall, thin chef stood over a hot stove flipping burgers amid a pall of smoke and steam.

It had been raining since he had set out from Sapphire, and the orange of the sign was reflected across the ground in scattered patterns from the puddles over the lot. Leo grimaced at the sky, the raindrops falling heavily over his windshield, hoping his journey would be fruitful.

When Zoe had asked him to look into Hubert Masterson, only one person sprang to mind who he could ask. Peter Adams was someone Leo had been close to when they had served together, but they’d dropped off one another’s radars when Leo had left to pursue veterinary medicine. Peter had remained in the military as a staff sergeant, slowly rising up the ranks over the years.

They had met when Peter had been in charge of a unit that used dogs for patrols and explosives detection. Leo had cared for all the animals, risking his life to get them out of difficult situations, and he and Peter had grown close over a long desert operation.

Leo still answered his call whenever Bowser, Peter’s Bulldog, wasn’t doing so well. The elderly dog had a bad hip, and Leo had driven out to his home a few times to care for him—Peter didn’t trust regular vets and Leo hoped that the occasional favors he’d done for him would mean he could ask Peter for one now.

Leo grabbed his bag and headed inside, trotting through the rain and hunkering down against the wind that was far too cold for late April.

He’d brought some medication for Bowser and a new toy, just to soften Peter up a bit. He was a good guy, mostly, but could be twitchy if he didn’t understand the reason for a visit.

Scanning the diner, Leo couldn’t see Peter anywhere and chose a corner booth that had a table which looked pretty clean. The waitress was now leaning against the counter talking to the chef and ignoring a guy who’d had his hand up trying to get her attention for a couple of minutes.

Leo stretched out his legs and looked around the place. Steam rose from the hatch to the kitchen, the smell of fries and burgers wafting through the air, making his stomach growl.

It was odd meeting up with anyone from the military again. That world seemed so far from what he did now, so alien and unpleasant, that he felt a strange sense of relief that there was no nostalgia at meeting up with Peter.

I do not wanna go back to scraping dogs off the sand and dodgin’ bullets.

The rain battered angrily against the window, catching the lights inside and falling in sparkling cascades down the window. As Leo watched it, he noticed a shadow running along the side of the building and waved with a grin as Peter spotted him.

He was over six feet tall, like Leo, but rail thin. He’d once gotten a lot of flak from his peers about his physique, and when Leo first met him, Pete was obsessed with how many grams of protein he could fit into his diet to bulk him out a bit. Now in his mid-thirties, it looked like he had accepted his fate, but Leo wasn’t fooled—the guy might not look like much, but he could knock you down with one punch if he wanted.

“Holy hell, Leo Rowden,” Peter said, a wide smile on his face as he strode over and Leo stood, embracing him fiercely. They both chuckled and Leo felt the vibrations through his chest as Peter released him.

The waitress was already by Peter’s elbow, giving him a long once over making Leo smile. Peter always had a way with the ladies.

“Coffee, black is fine,” Peter said, “Leo, you want something?”

“Coffee for me, too, thanks.”

The waitress smiled at them and walked back toward the counter. Peter glanced around the diner, and Leo watched him clock both exits. He probably had a good idea of how many men were there and which ones could handle themselves, too.

“I didn’t want you to have to drive all the way out to my place again, but this is kind of a dive, sorry,” Peter said with a grimace.

Leo laughed. “It’s all good, and you know I would happily come and visit. I only stay in touch with you ‘cause of your dog.”

Peter’s eyes instantly softened, and he pulled out his phone. “I left him with my neighbor. Their son’s over, and he loves Bowser. Look, I bought him a new glow-in-the-dark collar.”

He handed Leo his phone, showing the elderly Bulldog on the lock screen, a ridiculous bright green collar around his neck.

“Pretty sweet, huh?”

“Sure is. Can he sleep with that thing on?”

“Oh I take it off at night, but he keeps running behind the barn and I can’t ever find him.”

Leo shook his head. “You can get lights for collars, too.”

“Yeah, but they spook him. Glow in the dark is better.”

Peter leaned back as the waitress brought over their coffees and the two men settled into their chairs as Peter added three sugars to his.

The conversation flowed easily. Even though Leo didn’t miss the army, he did miss the ridiculous stories that went with it. After only fifteen minutes, Peter had him crying with laughter, and several of the truckers looked around at them, as Peter’s booming laugh echoed around the place.

Leo was wiping his eyes, as Peter watched him in amusement, sipping his coffee and examining the toy Leo had brought for Bowser—a tiny Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle that Bowser would no doubt destroy in minutes.

As he recovered, taking in a deep breath through his smile, Peter finally looked up at him, his eyes turning curious.

“So, what was it you called me for? I know you, Leo, you don’t often call me up out of the blue unless it’s for a favor.”

Leo laid a hand over his heart. “You got me, although it wasn’t just for that. I been meanin’ to catch up for a while, and I’ll send you some dates for dinner. You should come by the ranch.”

“I’d like that. Bowser would too.”

“I kind of got a dog, so he’ll have someone to play with,” Leo added.

“Kind of got a dog?” Peter asked incredulously.

“It’s a long story.”

“That ‘long story’ got to do with this ‘Zoe’ you keep mentioning?”

Leo’s cheeks colored, and Peter snorted. “Uh, have I been mentioning her?”

“Yeah. Just a few thousand times in the last ten minutes, sure.”

Leo sipped his coffee, willing away his blush as Peter smirked at him.

“So… what’s the problem?”

Leo shook his head. “Not so much a ‘problem’, more a question. Zoe’s grandmother has moved to the local old folk’s home in Sapphire Valley, and people are dying. Or at least, two people have died pretty close to one another, and Zoe is gettin’ worried about it. One of them was an old Marine, and we wondered if you might be able to find anythin’ out about him. I’ve heard some stuff that might suggest someone could hold a grudge.”

Peter was leaning back in his chair, his dark eyes sharp and focused in a way they always were when he was interested.

“How’d he die?”

“Heart failure, accordin’ to the doctor, but Lyla, that’s Zoe’s Gamma, reckons there’s some weird stuff goin’ down with the staff. It’s a long shot, but I said I’d ask.”

Peter took a deep breath, cocking his head on one side. “Alright, I’ll bite. What’s this fella’s name?”

“Hubert Masterson.”

Peter went still, and then he gave a long whistle. “Small world. I’m due to attend his funeral service next month.”

Leo raised his eyebrows. “You knew him?”

Peter hunched a shoulder. “Kinda. I mean, everyone’s heard of Masterson. He’s a legend.”

Leo could almost hear the subtext in every word.

“Well,” Leo continued. “Another guy in the home knew of him, too. He said he had some unusual methods for gettin’ the job done; I wondered if someone could have hated him enough to hunt him down.”

Peter scoffed. “Yeah, that sounds like Masterson. He wasn’t a good person, but he got the job done. He went above and beyond for his country, and that’s all the brass cares about.”

Leo nodded. “So, did you meet him?”

“Only once. He was an arrogant S.O.B. but he had a reason for it. He might have had some unconventional methods, but he got it done, you know? Although, I heard some pretty messed up shit from a few of the men who worked with him—he didn’t care how they did it, just that they succeeded. I don’t think he cared much for civilians in his way either, if you know what I mean.”

“Yeah. I had that feeling. You reckon anybody hated him enough to hurt him? He would have been pretty vulnerable in a home at eighty.”

Peter locked eyes with Leo. “You’re gettin’ soft; wasn’t nothin’ vulnerable about Hubert Masterson. Eighty or not, he could have floored anyone who tried anything. He wasn’t some feeble old man.”

Peter tapped his fingers on the side of his cup and frowned.

“But anyone can have enemies,” he continued. “And Masterson wouldn’t have cared a lot about them. He was the kind of man who had ambition and knew how to schmooze to get his way. He had no qualms about tramplin’ people to get to the top. So yeah, sure. But there was good stuff too.”

“Like what?”

“I heard a rumor he was carin’ for the kid of one of the soldiers who died on his op. Well, not on the op. He was hit pretty hard, injured badly, and he killed himself a few years after he was discharged. Hubert sent money to the guy’s daughter, and still did as far as I knew. Wanted to take care of her. I wonder if she knows he’s dead—‘cause I bet he’s still sendin’ it. Creature of habit. He wasn’t all bad.”

Leo took another long sip of his coffee as the rain battered against the glass and some of the truckers behind them looked up at the wind as it howled overhead.

“You wouldn’t think it was spring,” Peter said, draining his coffee and checking his phone.

“Could you get me the name of that soldier?” Leo asked.

Peter met his gaze. “Sure, why?”

“Well, it’s the only lead I’ve got…”

“And you wanna bring somethin’ back for Zoe.”

“Hey, you don’t even know her,” Leo muttered.

“I know you. Got stars in your eyes.”

“Shut the hell up, Pete.”

Peter grinned. “Now I know it’s serious. But sure, I can get you the name. Although I’ll have to ask around. I know Masterson was cut up about what happened to him; he talked about it enough that even I heard about it, so it must have been a big deal.”

Leo sobered as both men stared into their empty cups, the weight of the trauma they had both experienced lingering in the unspoken words between them.

“It was a nice thing to do,” Leo acknowledged.

“Yeah, one of the few nice things he ever did, but at least there was one.”
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The county clerk’s office in Abbotsville was bigger than Zoe had expected. The building was on the corner of two wide intersecting streets, the front supported by pillars stretching up to the roof, with small, uniform windows evenly spaced across it. Ten or so sandstone steps went up to the entrance, and dark, thickly hinged wooden doors on either side.

Several cars were parked on the street outside, the early afternoon light casting long shadows along the sidewalk. The entrance lobby was wide and flat. There was stark lighting at intervals overhead, and dark brown pillars dotted along the left-hand wall in front of the windows, with benches in between.

The main desk was made of more dark brown wood, with a clock above the counter that ticked loudly. Zoe could imagine anyone forced to wait there for long would rapidly lose their temper, which was probably why the clerk was behind glass.

He was a small man, his badge hanging around his neck. He was balding and wearing a white shirt that partially concealed the t-shirt underneath. It appeared to have a band logo on it, but she couldn’t make out the name.

“Hi,” she said with a smile as he looked up. “I wanted to look at the property records for the Orchard Grove nursing home in Sapphire Valley?”

He gave her a dead-eyed stare. “Orchard Grove?”

“Yeah, it opened in December last year. It used to be privately owned as a—”

“If you’re looking for property records you need to go to the computers in the next room down the hall. They’ll have it all on the system, everything was digitized a while ago.”

“Do I need to fill out a form or—”

The phone rang and he answered it without giving her another glance, so Zoe gave up and headed in the direction he’d sent her.

There was a sign on one of the doors that read “Public Access” and she headed for it, finding a tiny box room with desks on either side. Two old monitors sat on each desk with computer towers beneath, which were whirring louder than her car engine.

With a sigh, she sat down, placing her bag on the chair beside her. She missed Max’s presence immediately, finding his snuffling excitement at any new space reassuring. Due to the weather being so terrible and the very clear “no dogs” signs everywhere she looked, she had left him in the car—but she still would have preferred to have him with her.

The computer took a frustratingly long time to wake up, and Zoe had to force herself not to give up and try and search on her phone again. Nothing online had enough pertinent information to warrant another search there, and the county clerk’s office was the only other place she could think of that would have a full record of what had happened to the building.

Eventually a helpful little search screen popped up and she typed in the address, waiting for another minute or so for the screen to load.

Once it did she leaned forward in her chair, finding a long list of documents pertaining to the building, which she hadn’t been able to find online.

The building dated back to the 1800s, and some handwritten deeds had been scanned into the system from around that time. She felt a slight shiver over her skin as she read the word “Lunatic Asylum.” The building had originally been owned by a religious order that managed patients with “mental impairments” for much of the 1800s and throughout the early 1900s.

It was only once she moved past the fifties that the property records were more informative, and more numerous, and she started to get a tingle in her gut that she was finally getting somewhere.

In the 1960s, multiple deed transfers occurred after the deaths of various family members who owned the building. It seemed as if one of the heirs to the estate had died, and it changed hands several times.

Then, in the 1980s, the Hopkinson family’s name was mentioned for the first time. Anthony Hopkinson and his father William were listed on the commercial property deed recording the transfer of business ownership. There was also a business license, renovation permits and zoning changes.

Zoe looked through the various documents attached to the Hopkinson name but there was limited information as to what they had used the building for, only that they owned it.

Then, in 2000, the name ‘Linman’ finally appeared. Zoe held her breath as she read through the documentation of survey reports, insurance documents, county assessor records, and the like. Everything was listed as 2000-2003, and she scrolled down, waiting to see the documentation from 2015, the time of the fire.

Zoe frowned. There was no record of the fire officially, or not in their system at least. There was one line at the base of the screen: “See Fire Marshal’s Office—Sealed.”

There was no fire damage inspection report, no renovation records or permits. Nothing.

After another few minutes of scrolling, she headed back to the clerk, who was now on his phone, looking bored out of his mind.

“Hi, sorry, me again,” she said, receiving the same miserable glare as before. “I was looking for details on Orchard Grove? It used to be a mental institution back in the day, but has changed hands a few times since then. I wanted to get information on the fire that happened in 2015, but it says the paperwork is sealed.”

He blinked at her. “Well, then, it’s sealed. You won’t be able to access it.”

“Would you mind checking for me? I just want to make sure I’ve seen everything I need to today. If there’s anything that’s in the archive that can be pulled out, I’d like to know.”

“If there is, you’ll need a form.”

Zoe plucked the pen from the holders in front of her. “Well, good thing, you have a pen then!” she said cheerfully, and received a wooden glare in response.

He typed something into his computer and scanned the screen.

“Oh, the Sapphire Foundation,” he said with a frown. “Yeah, we do have some records of it.”

“Oh great—”

“But they’re sealed, too. I don’t have the authority to release them. You’d need to speak to the legal office.”

“Alright, I’ll do that. Is it possible to print out the ownership history?”

“Sure, but there’s a fee.”

“That’s alright, I can pay.”

“What was the name?” He looked up at her, and something in his expression gave her pause. She’d seen that look before. His eyes flicked back to the screen and up to her again with more interest than he had shown previously.

“Marilyn Foster,” she said, picking a name at random. “Thank you.”

“I’ll give you a card for a printer. Bring it back when you’re done. But as I said, you won’t be able to get the other records. They aren’t for public access.”

“There’s a big gap after 2015. Shouldn’t there be permits for repairs after the fire?”

He hesitated, the printer card in his hand, and then turned off his monitor.

“I don’t know, ma’am, you’d have to speak with the fire marshal about that.”

Zoe watched him go, a sense of disquiet rumbling to life inside her. She hadn’t missed this feeling. As she stood silently waiting for him to return, the beige walls of the clerk’s office felt as if they were closing in around her. She looked about, looking for anyone who might be watching her—Linmans didn’t like people nosing around in their business, she knew that better than anyone.

For a brief moment, she could hear the thundering of rain, the rev of an engine, and the pure, blinding panic she had felt as headlights had stormed toward her through the dark.

“Here you go.”

She jolted back as the clerk pushed a card under the partition for her.

“I hope we have what you need, Ms. Foster.”

She turned, heading toward the computer room, a weight at her back the whole way.
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After the County Clerk’s Office, she visited the library to look at historic newspaper articles about the site. Zoe loved the microfilm machines that housed all the old, printed copies. She would have been quite happy searching through them for hours, immersing herself in the county’s history, but she had something very specific she was looking for—articles from The Chronicle on the fire.

Rick had said himself that Albert had investigated it. She wanted to see what The Chronicle had printed at the time, and why Rick had shut down her attempts to look into the story.

The library was a beautiful building, with high ceilings and a semi-circular desk opposite the door as you entered. A friendly young woman behind it welcomed her warmly and couldn’t have been more enthusiastic about helping her to find what she needed.

It looked as if she hadn’t had anyone come in for a while. She personally found the reel Zoe requested and fitted it to the machine for her before wandering away, telling her if she needed anything else, she was there to help. It was eerily quiet, with only a few huddled figures dotted about the desks in the main room. Zoe could only imagine how bored the librarian must be.

She sat down at the machine and eagerly began scrolling through the archives.

The first thing she noticed was that The Chronicle had definitely changed a lot since then. Although it had only been ten years, the articles from back then looked a lot more dated, and even the font used on the main title page had changed.

She frowned as she scanned through the articles. Everything was so well-written. There were a lot of interesting pieces, as there were today, but the written style of the paper was far more impressive back then. Zoe’s gut churned. She didn’t like the idea that the paper had gone downhill under Rick’s leadership.

Rick had been a wide-eyed, excitable young man when running the high school paper in their teenage years. It didn’t sit right with Zoe that he would have encouraged the tabloid journalism that The Chronicle offered these days.

Since her article on Officer Stanfield and the scandal with the sheriff’s department, there had been an uptick in online readership, but that was all. Rick hadn’t made any major changes, and there were still far too many pieces written by Angela focusing on her UFO obsession.

The pieces from 2015 were precise, well-framed and tackled hard-hitting issues. It was the kind of thing Zoe was trying to write with her crime piece.

She couldn’t understand how the paper had gone so downhill. Rick was apathetic, sure, but he had once loved journalism. What happened that made him change?

The paper’s older style reminded her of who Rick really was, not the short-hand, reactive writing that covered its pages these days.

She kept scrolling, and suddenly her finger paused as a large photograph came into view. It was an image of Orchard Grove as it had been. The fence was high and impenetrable as before, but it looked as if they’d managed to fly over the building itself, and showed the shell that remained after the fire.

The article beneath read “WHAT HAPPENED TO KEVIN MUNICE?”

Leaning forward in her chair she read through it. It was old… and featured the perspective of the sister of a young man who had gone missing. She insisted that he had last been seen as a patient at the rehab facility in Sapphire Valley. At the time, the clinic had been called “Sapphire Foundation” and the article spoke a little about how private and secretive it was.

There was little mention of The Linman Group, but it was the elephant in the room. Every line seemed to drip with suggestions of malpractice and potential cover ups. Several questions were asked: What happened to Kevin? Why was the staff refusing to speak to the paper about the fire? How did the fire start?

Zoe reached the base of the page and blew out a long breath. Why didn’t Rick tell me about any of this?

There appeared to be a lot of unanswered questions about what had happened with the fire. Not only that but the previous editor had written a scathing article about how the facility had been run.

She sat back in her chair, staring at the photographs of the building and the broken wreck that it had become. There was nothing in the clerk’s office about the fire damage or the insurance—nothing to suggest there had ever been an assessment further down the line on the building’s value. Linmans had just rebuilt it from the ground up with little to no paperwork to explain it, as far as Zoe could tell.

This is just weird.

“Did you find what you were looking for?”

Zoe started, not having noticed the librarian’s return. She turned to find a different woman standing behind her, not the helpful, smiley one she had met before, but a prim, rather angry-looking person who had her hands clasped tightly in front of her.

“It’s just that the library is closing,” she stated firmly.

Zoe quickly turned off the machine, watching as the woman swiftly came forward and plucked the reel from the front of it and walked away. Zoe stared after her—am I just paranoid, or did that feel pointed?

Collecting her bag, she made her way out of the building, noting that the librarian was a lot less smiley as she passed, and when she thanked her for her help, she just gave her a vague grimace and went out the back.

Zoe brushed it aside, sure that it was just her overactive imagination, and headed to her car.
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As she crossed the street, her stomach grumbled loudly, and she glanced around for a place to grab a bite to eat.

A door slammed opposite her car, and as she reached it, she noticed a woman emerging from one of the restaurants. She wore a thick coat over a waitress’s uniform, but Zoe recognized her immediately—it was Andrina Dixon.

The nurse looked exhausted, rummaging in her bag for something. Her shoulders slumped; everything about her body language suggested she was on her last surge of energy for the day.

It was almost 7 p.m., and Zoe grabbed the opportunity that presented itself with both hands.

“Nurse Dixon!” she said, waving. The nurse looked up in surprise, narrowing her eyes as Zoe approached. “I thought that was you. Do you work here?”

Andrina looked behind her uncertainly.

“Uh, yeah.”

She moved away, as though to skirt around Zoe, but she blocked her path.

“Listen, I feel like we got off on the wrong foot somehow. I was just heading back, but I’m starving. Maybe I could grab us both some food and drive you back to Sapphire?”

Zoe felt a surge of triumph as the nurse’s expression changed to one of interest as she pulled her hand out of her bag, holding a squashed protein bar.

“You’re going back to Sapphire?”

“I am. I’ve got Max with me though. Is there anywhere around here that lets dogs inside?”

“Uh, I don’t know the animal policies of every place on the street,” she huffed. “But you’d probably have to tie him up outside wherever we go.”

“Well, that’s alright. I’ve got some water for him in my car. Wanna come and get some food somewhere? My treat.”

Andrina glanced away, fidgeting as her hand flexed on the handle of her bag, but finally she nodded.

“Sure, I’m pretty hungry.”

“Me too, what do you want to eat?”

Andrina nodded across the street. “There’s a Chipotle over there. It’s small and you’ll be able to keep an eye on him if we sit by the window.”

“Great! Let’s go there.”

Zoe grabbed Max from the car and trotted over the busy road with the nurse. It was painfully awkward, seeing as they didn’t know each other at all, but Zoe wasn’t going to be deterred. She had Nurse Dixon in relative privacy and needed to get information out of her. This was the perfect opportunity.

Leaving a whining Max tied outside, they went in and ordered from the staggering array of options on the menu. Zoe loved the honey chicken wraps they served, and everything arrived blissfully quickly, allowing her to keep small talk to a minimum.

Once they were seated, they both tucked into their burritos, and Zoe was so hungry she had almost eaten half of it before she remembered there was a reason she had invited Andrina for food.

“So, how long have you worked at the home? I hope my grandmother isn’t giving you any trouble.”

Andrina glanced up at her. “Since December.”

She didn’t say anything further and Zoe continued to chew her burrito trying to think of a natural way in to the conversation.

“How’s my grandmother doing?” she asked eventually.

“Good.”

“Is it common for new residents to feel as if they’re not settling in well?”

Andrina was almost at the end of her burrito, she was eating so fast that Zoe could barely believe she could chew her food properly before swallowing.

“Yeah. It’s common.”

“And do you have any thoughts about what happened to Colin and Hubert?”

Andrina paused, her burrito halfway to her mouth. “Well, they died.”

“Yes. Don’t you think it’s odd? So close together, is that common?”

Again, a short hesitation. “Common enough.”

Andrina cleaned her hands on her napkin, wiping at her mouth as she picked up the last of her burrito, her eyes glancing to the street as if desperate to escape.

Zoe tried a different tactic and very slowly moved her foot to Andrina’s bag, hooking the strap over her toe and pulling it toward her under the table.

“I guess it must be difficult for elderly residents to adjust. Particularly like my Gamma. She was so independent before.”

Andrina nodded. When Zoe didn’t say anything more, she swallowed. “Where was she before?”

“Oh, she was a resident at a nursing home in Charleston, but I think ideally, she would like to be at her apartment. She doesn’t think she needs round-the-clock care.”

Andrina looked thoughtful. “She’s a lot more mobile than many people her age. Although if you wanted to talk about moving her, you should really talk to Nurse Templeton.”

“Oh, of course. Yeah.”

The bag was now beneath her chair and Zoe shoved it back with a final flick of her ankle. Andrina wiped her fingers again, crumpling up the foil wrapping of the burrito and clearing her throat loudly.

“Thanks for the food, but I should get going.”

“Oh really? That was so fast, I can’t believe how quickly you ate that,” Zoe said brightly as Andrina bent down to get her bag and froze, staring at Zoe’s foot, which was placed firmly on top of it.

“What are you doing?” the nurse asked, returning to a sitting position.

“I won’t do anything if you tell me the truth. If you don’t, I’m going to look through your bag and see if there’s anything unusual for me to find in there.”

Andrina was frozen to her chair, completely unmoving, as her eyes went wide in her head. Zoe could see her throat working as she tried to think of a response.

“What… what do you mean?” she asked.

“Oh, I think we both know you know exactly what I’m talking about. You’ve been seen, Andrina. This is your chance to come clean.”

Andrina’s mouth opened and then closed again, her gaze filling with fear. A staff member came over to bus their table and grabbed the two empty trays from in front of them. Andrina looked ready to bolt, but it was obvious she wasn’t going anywhere without her bag.

She didn’t seem frightened any more, though, she looked angry, her hard glare meeting Zoe’s and her lips thinning into an annoyed line.

“I knew you didn’t just ask me here out of kindness.”

“No, I didn’t. I don’t like seeing my grandmother upset, and she’s pretty sure you’ve been up to no good since the beginning. Start talking.”

Andrina stuck her chin into the air. “And if I don’t?”

“Then, I’m sure Deputy Walker will be very interested in the contents of your bag.”

“You can’t prove anything, and you could have planted something in my bag. You don’t know shit about me.”

“So, Leo didn’t see you dealing drugs in Wellman Street then?” she said coldly. “He didn’t see you giving pills to teenagers for profit, when your job is to protect people?” she snapped, memories of Judy’s lifeless body rising in her mind, crushed pills scattered over the ground, her labored breathing filling the air.

The furious façade slowly faded as tears filled the nurse’s eyes. Zoe always hated this part. She had accused plenty of bad people of wrongdoing in her time, and many of them had more to be sorry for than the nurse did—but it was hard to remain righteous when someone was crying all over themselves—no matter how badly they had behaved.

Andrina slumped forward, her shoulders beginning to tremble.

“You can’t go to the police, please…” she said, her voice small and broken as her hands covered her eyes and she leaned down toward the surface of the table.

Zoe crossed her arms over her chest. “I don’t want to. Believe me, I understand better than most the pull that drugs have on a person. I’m not here to judge you, but I will get an explanation. By the way, I found Hubert’s stash, if you had been looking for it. It was in his mattress.”

Andrina unfurled from her position and met Zoe’s gaze. There was something in the back of her eyes now that looked defiant. The nurse scratched her fingers down her neck and rubbed tears from her eyes as she began to talk.

“You say you’re not here to judge me?” she asked scathingly. “But you’re looking at me like I’m scum.”

Zoe rubbed her thumb over her palm, inhaling slowly as she calmed her racing heart.

“My sister is an addict. I don’t like anyone who supplies pills to vulnerable, desperate people. But I know there is always a reason for anyone getting into that life. I’m giving you the chance to give me your version before I make my own assumptions. I’m sorry if you think I’m looking at you that way. I guess this is closer to home than it would be for most.”

Andrina’s eyes softened just a little as she leaned her elbows on the table between them, staring out at the street, following the passing cars with flickering, jerky movements.

“My son isn’t well. Hasn’t been for a long time. We were doin’ okay until last year, but then my husband lost his job, and we got desperate. Insurance only goes so far to pay for it all, and he needs medication every month. I don’t have the money for it, and when I took the job at Orchard Grove, it still didn’t help.”

She sighed, scrubbing her hand over her face. “My husband doesn’t ever hold down a job for long. He’s got a temper, doesn’t like bein’ told what to do, so he’s never employed long-term. I got a second job out here, but it still ain’t enough. I started to get real scared we wouldn’t be able to care for my baby anymore, and then someone came up to me in the parking lot of the home one night and asked me to get him some pills.

“I never would have done it if I weren’t desperate. I only ever thought I’d give him a couple of pills, and that’d be the end of it. Oxy’s pretty popular, and people pay a lot for it. Once a week, I thought, a few dollars would make all the difference. But then he had some friends, and it got bigger, and after a while it was just easier to pretend it was okay.”

Zoe’s fingers clenched into fists.

“So, you started supplying a lot of people?”

“No. That’s just it. I was gonna stop. I didn’t like the people I was meetin’. A lot of them were in a bad way, withdrawal hittin’ them. I knew I was only makin’ it worse… but then I got caught.”

Zoe stilled. “You were caught and they let you keep your job?”

“One of the residents caught me,” Andrina said flatly, and Zoe leaned back in her chair, the pieces of the puzzle beginning to come together in her mind.

“Masterson,” she murmured.

Andrina nodded. “He was real scary. He said he would tell everyone what I’d been doin’. I need that job. I can’t afford to lose it, so when he said he would let it slide if I gave him some of my supply I told him I would. He had a real way about him, looked like he would kill me, I swear. I was real afraid of him, and after he found out, I couldn’t stop. If I did he would have told Nurse Templeton.”

“And that’s why you killed him?”

Andrina sucked in a breath and shook her head vigorously back and forth.

“No! I didn’t hurt him, I swear on my son’s life. I would never. I don’t want to hurt anybody. I just want my son to get better.”

“Alright. But you can see how this doesn’t look so good for you.”

“I didn’t hurt Masterson,” she said firmly, real fire in her eyes. “I don’t kill people. I’m not a murderer. I always make sure everybody gets their pills. The right pills, and I look after them, even when they’re whinin’ and moanin’ at me all day, callin’ me every name under the sun. I look out for my residents.”

“And Colin? I found pills in his room, too. My grandmother said you drugged him.”

Andrina narrowed her eyes at her. “I didn’t do nothin’ to that old man. He was a sweetheart, but he was difficult to manage. He would fly into rages sometimes, get angry about the smallest things. He would mess himself in the night. Once he did it and tracked it all the way down the hall, before any of us noticed. I felt bad for him, I wanted him to sleep. I only ever gave him anything if he was really agitated, and Nurse Templeton always signed off on it. He would get real upset, it was better for him to sleep it off.”

Zoe watched her, trying to work out if she believed her or not.

“I preferred my old job,” Andrina said bitterly. “That’s what they all did all day. Just slept.”

“Another care home?”

“No,” Andrina muttered. “I used to work in the rehab center in Sapphire before. I worked there as my first job. Nobody never caused any trouble in that place. They were zombies mornin’ noon and night.”

Zoe leaned forward. “You used to work at Sapphire Foundation?”

Andrina nodded. “When I was much younger. Before I had my son. It was the easiest job in the world. That’s how I knew about the position, actually. They contacted me about it, knowin’ that’s what I used to do.”

Zoe was about to ask more questions, but Andrina started to cry again.

“Please don’t go to the police, Miss Fontaine. I’m sorry for what I did. I am, and I’ve stopped, I swear. Now that Masterson’s gone, I don’t feel no pressure. I will stop.”

“And you expect me to believe you didn’t hurt him? Even though you’ve just admitted that him being out of the way means that you’re safe from him exposing you?”

“I’m not a killer,” Andrina insisted, her hand flexing against the table. “I don’t know what happened to him, but it wasn’t to do with me. I admit I gave him the pills, but what he did with them was his own business.”

Zoe’s stomach lurched, a familiar cold sensation washing through her. She had heard that line so many times from people she had spoken to who supplied drugs. It was the ultimate absolution, as if they had no responsibility for anyone dying from what they had given to them.

“Look in my bag,” Andrina said solemnly.

Zoe saw hope fill her eyes and pulled the bag out from beneath her chair. She looked through it, noting the water bottle, wallet, phone, and multiple packs of tissues inside. There was nothing untoward, no sign of drugs.

She handed the bag back across the table and watched Andrina’s shoulders slump with relief.

“I won’t go to the police, Andrina,” Zoe said quietly, “but I want you to pull the dispensing reports for Orchard Grove and bring them to me, so I can check exactly what you’ve told me. If you do that, we’re even. Just promise me you won’t go back to selling drugs to kids—there has to be another way to help your son.”

Andrina looked at her pityingly as if she were the most naïve woman in the world.

“I already told you I stopped, but don’t preach to me about findin’ another way when you’re a fancy journalist up in the city. You ain’t got a clue what my life is like.”

“I don’t dispute that. Keep to your word and I’ll keep to mine.”

Andrina rose, marching toward the door as quickly as she could. “Did you want a ride home?” Zoe called out, twisting in her chair.

Andrina stopped in the doorway, turning back to her.

“You’re still driving me home?”

“That’s what I said I would do.”

Andrina gave a short nod. “I wouldn’t say no, I want to get back to my son.”

“Alright, then. I hope you don’t mind excitable puppies, because he’s not had a walk today and is gonna go crazy in the backseat the whole ride home.”
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The following day was Saturday, and Zoe headed into town to talk with Seth. She wasn’t sure if her relationship with Leo would ever move forward, but ending whatever connection existed between them felt like the right thing to do.

Even thinking about dating Leo made nerves erupt inside her. He had been her secret crush since high school, and she had never imagined anything would happen between them when she had come back to Sapphire.

It was still early, and there was half an hour before Seth opened his doors to the public. She was pleased to see the “closed” sign over the door, hoping to catch him before he started his day.

Walking to the front steps, she peered inside, but no one was visible. She knocked, and Seth’s head appeared from the back, with an attractive hairnet over his hair. He grinned, waving at her, and then disappeared again before he returned to open the door.

“Hey Zo,” he said brightly. “I didn’t expect to see you this morning. Come on in! You want a drink?”

“Oh no, don’t worry, I’m actually just here to talk to you.”

Seth was being surprisingly friendly, considering the last time she had seen him was the silent drive home from their date. He indicated a chair behind him.

“Hang on a sec, I just have to get some cinnamon rolls out of the oven. You want one? It’ll be scorching hot and the glaze will glue your mouth together.”

“Nah, I’m good. I’ll just sit.”

His smile faltered a little, and he nodded and headed to the kitchen. When he came back, he was holding two to-go cups in his hands and shrugged at Zoe’s curious look.

“I was makin’ tea anyway, and figured I would get you one to go. I didn’t feel like this would be a staying-in kind of conversation.”

Zoe took the tea as her nerves clawed at her stomach. She had never been good at letting people down, gently or otherwise, and despite not knowing Seth all that long, she still felt guilty about breaking things off.

“So, I guess you figured out why I was here.”

“Well, the date didn’t exactly go all that well, did it?” he said, looking strangely guilty. “Sorry about that. I kind of always get mad at Rowden. He’s so smug and full of himself, it pisses me off.”

“Leo’s not smug or full of himself, Seth,” Zoe said firmly.

Seth smirked and raised his tea to her, chinking it against an invisible cup in the air.

“And there we have it, the other reason I was pretty sure what this little meeting was about. I hadn’t seen the two of you together before the date. It was pretty obvious you liked him.”

Zoe’s anger spiked again, and Seth put up his hands defensively.

“Hey, no judgment, I just wanted to be sure.”

“Nothing is going on between me and L—”

“Zoe, it’s alright. You don’t have to explain. I’m pretty sure we both knew this wasn’t going anywhere.”

She frowned, unsure why Seth looked as if it was such an inevitable statement, but seeing as she was there primarily to break up with him, she kept her mouth shut.

Does this even really count as a break-up? One half-date and one disaster date isn’t much of a relationship…

“Listen,” she said eventually. “I know this is the most cliché thing ever, but seeing as we went on two dates and we got along fine before we did that, I’d like to stay friends. Also, I don’t want to go to Sam’s, it’s too far over the other end of town from work.”

Seth rolled his eyes. “If you even try, I’ll never forgive you. I like you, Fontaine, and whatever happens, I hope we can stay friends, too.” He laughed. “There must be something in the water.”

“What do you mean?”

“Apparently, Leo ended things with Lucy, too. Who’d have thought it, huh?”

Zoe bit her tongue to stop herself from smiling at the news, excitement, and fear bubbling up within her. Leo hadn’t mentioned that.

“Thanks for the tea, sorry to bug you before you’re even open.”

“No problem,” he looked back at her with a lopsided grin. “Besides, word on the street is you’re the one who got the sheriff’s department obsessed with my almond croissants? They order, like, three boxes a week, so I owe you one.”

Zoe laughed. “Well then, you’re welcome. Thanks, Seth.”

“Come by tomorrow, okay? Don’t make it weird.”

“I will. See you then.”

She left the café and headed back to her car, where Max was sitting in the front seat, panting happily at her.

“And who said you could go in the front seat, buddy?” she asked reproachfully as he licked her face. “You wanna go and see Leo? Huh?” she said, as his wide paws pummeled against her thighs.

After she’d secured him in the back, she headed over to the ranch, unsure what Leo was doing today.

I suppose I seem kind of desperate, but this is Leo Rowden after all, my teenage self is ruling my body now.

She was just coming up to the 205 when she got a call on her cell.

“Zoe Fontaine.”

“Zoe? It’s Kiki from Orchard Grove.”

Zoe’s chest tightened. “Hey Kiki, what’s up?”

“Can you get over here? Your grandmother’s been taken ill.”

For a few seconds, Zoe didn’t see anything on the road ahead of her. “Taken ill? How?”

“We’re not sure, she took a turn overnight, we’ve called an ambulance.”

“I’ll be right there.”

She hung up, turning the car around and speeding back toward the home as fast as she could, fear flooding through her.

What if Andrina was lying and she did hurt Colin and Hubert? What if what I told her last night forced her hand and she’s hurt Gamma?

The more she thought about that possibility, the more certain she became that she had made a terrible mistake. She’d been an idiot to trust Andrina’s word when she had her in a corner like that.

Who else had more motive to get Hubert out of the way?

“I am such an idiot!” she shouted, slamming her palms against the steering wheel as Max lowered himself onto the seat and covered his nose with his paw. “Sorry, buddy, it’s okay.”

But it wasn’t. Nothing was okay.

If anything has happened to Gamma, it’s my fault.

She reached the parking lot, having driven up the pathway to the home at breakneck speed, and screeched to a halt behind the ambulance outside the main entrance.

As she ran over, Lyla was wheeled out on a gurney, and Zoe felt a knot of tension seep out of her shoulders as she saw that her eyes were open, and she was conscious.

“Gamma? Gamma!” she said, rushing to her side as the EMTs pushed her toward the rear doors.

“Step back, ma’am. We just need to get her inside,” one of them said, but as Zoe’s fingers briefly touched Lyla’s, her grandmother squeezed them gently and nodded her head.

Zoe looked at the two men pushing her into the ambulance.

“Which hospital are you taking her to?”

“The Regional in Abbotsville.”

“I’ll follow behind you,” she said firmly. “Gamma, I’m gonna be right there, okay?”

Lyla waved vaguely as one of the EMTs remained with her, and the door slammed shut. Zoe turned toward the entrance of the home and ran inside, meeting Kiki who came toward her, looking harried.

There were raised voices coming from around the corner down the corridor, and she looked to Kiki as the sound escalated until she could hear two voices shouting at one another.

“What the hell is going on?” she demanded, looking toward the sound in confusion.

“I don’t know, I was seeing to your grandmother, but something happened with Nurse Templeton; I think she’s with Nurse Dixon. Hey! Zoe… wait—”

Zoe was already moving, heading down the corridor toward the nurse’s station where she could hear Nurse Templeton shouting about something, her voice hard and high compared to the lower, placatory tones of Andrina.

As she came level with the sliding door of the room, she could see Andrina inside, her head hanging low as Nurse Templeton brandished some papers at her.

“To think that because of all your years of service, I trusted you with this!” Nurse Templeton was saying bitterly. “What were you thinking?”

Zoe swallowed around the lump in her throat. She had limited sympathy for Andrina, but she also knew how hard it would be for her to lose her job.

“I’m sorry, Pat,” Andrina said in a half-whisper. “I’m sorry.”

“You will be. You’ll lose your license for this; I’ll have to report it to the nursing board. You’re fired. Effective immediately. Get out of my sight. I’ll be reviewing everything and—”

Andrina lurched forward, her hands in front of her, imploring. “But what I’ve been trying to tell you is that more pills have gone missing than I thought—”

“Out!” Nurse Templeton said, leaning against one of the counters and covering her eyes with her hand as Andrina burst through the side door.

Her gaze collided with Zoe’s and for a few seconds there was real hatred in it before she stormed out of the building past Kiki, who stared after her in apparent disbelief but when she turned back she just shook her head.

Walking toward Zoe, Kiki crossed her arms over her chest peeking inside the nurse’s station where Nurse Templeton was locking up all of the cabinets. She unlocked a drawer, taking out a key from inside and pocketing it. Her breathing was rapid and panicked.

I wonder whether her job will be on the line too?

“Poor Andrina,” Kiki breathed.

Zoe frowned at her apathetic expression. “You don’t look surprised.”

Kiki cocked her head to one side. “I wish I hadn’t suspected, but she has made quite a few mistakes since she’d been here. I didn’t think she was stealing pills, though. That came as a surprise. But she certainly didn’t seem happy here. I just can’t believe it. She’s taken such a risk what with her son not being well.”

Zoe looked up the corridor where Andrina had gone, a doubt nagging at her mind.

“I’ve got to get to the hospital, do you have any idea what happened to Gamma?”

“No. She had a fall. I’m not sure what caused it. Let me know how she’s doing okay?”

“Yeah, of course I will.”

Zoe left the home, getting into the car and heading toward the hospital. It was only as she drove through town that the nagging doubt manifested into a thought.

Why didn’t Kiki tell me Andrina was making mistakes before today?
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Zoe was almost at the hospital when her cell rang.

“Hey Leo,” she said briskly, attempting to find a bay in the overflowing parking lot.

“Hey, I was just calling about dinner tonight. Are you coming over? I wanted to talk to you.”

Her heart stuttered as she signaled to take the space of a Jaguar who was backing out. “Thanks, uh, I can let you know.”

“What’s wrong?”

“I’m at the hospital. Gamma’s not well.”

“Oh my God, what happened?”

“That’s what I’m hoping to find out. The home couldn’t tell me anything. I’m just going in now, I’ll call you when I’m out?”

“Are you in Abbotsville?”

“Yeah.”

“Alright, sure, call me when you’re out.”

She hung up, glancing into the sky at the heavy clouds above her. She set the AC to run, and cracked all the windows so Max had some air.

“I’m gonna be back in a few minutes, buddy, okay? One day I’m gonna live a life where I don’t have to leave you everywhere all day.”

She got out of the car to Max’s frightened stare. He was still spooked from her getting upset earlier and she didn’t want to leave him but couldn’t take him into the hospital.

Hurrying inside, she went to the main reception.

“Hi, I’m here to see Lyla Reed? She was brought in by ambulance a few minutes ago?”

The man behind the desk clicked through on his screen. “She may still be in triage. Do you know what time she was brought in?”

“It couldn’t have been long. I guess they must be here, I was only ten or so minutes behind them.”

“If you head down the hall, follow the green line on the floor until you reach the ER and they’ll be able to help you.”

“Thanks.”

She went down the white hallway, the floor gleaming, as she went through two open double doors at the end, turning left into a small emergency room, with a variety of patients waiting.

There were several areas around the edge of the room hidden by long green curtains, and Zoe was almost sure Lyla would be behind one of them, but she couldn’t just barge through and look for her.

She went to a woman behind the desk, standing, reading through a chart with a pen in her mouth.

“Hi, uh, I’m here to see my grandmother. She would have arrived a few minutes ago.”

The woman quickly bent over the computer in front of her. “Name?”

“Lyla Reed.”

“Are you her next of kin?”

“I’m her granddaughter.”

“Alright, if you could take a seat, someone will come and update you shortly. She’s being seen to right now. She’s in good hands.”

Zoe stared at her, wanting to demand that she see her now. She still didn’t know what had happened to Lyla, why she had been brought in, or if she was still conscious.

“Can’t I go back there?”

“They will come and see you shortly, ma’am. Please take a seat.”

Zoe turned, looking around the room at the other people waiting to be seen. An elderly couple were leaning against one another, looking at a phone, one headphone each, watching a film. A young mother with a baby was breastfeeding in the corner, and another man lay across two chairs, looking like he’d come into contact with the wrong end of a nail gun.

Zoe went to the front row of chairs and sat down, feeling numb, her thoughts racing.

Is Gamma even alive? What if she got sick in the ambulance and died on the way? Is that why they haven’t let me back to see her?

The minutes dragged by as she sat alone in the waiting area, watching the doctors and nurses’ bustle through the room.

After about fifteen minutes, it occurred to her that she should call her mother to let her know what was going on.

Pulling out her phone, she dialed Arlene’s cell, but it went straight to voicemail. Groaning, she called her office number, navigating the gauntlet of the new receptionist, who didn’t seem inclined to disturb her mother when she was with a patient before eventually putting her through.

“I’m at work, Zoe, what is it?”

“Gamma’s in the hospital,” she said shortly. “She had a fall.”

“Alright. What do you expect me to do about that? Did the ambulance pick her up?”

Zoe stared at the opposite wall, counting slowly to five in her head.

“Yes. You need to come down here. You’re probably listed as her next of kin, Mom, they might not speak to me.”

“Nonsense, they’ll speak to her family.”

“Would you just show a little compassion for your mother and get over here? Jesus Christ!”

Zoe hung up before her mother could have a fit at her, and as soon as she did, the doors to the room opened and Leo came in. She had never been more pleased to see anyone in her life.

He walked swiftly over to her, his long legs eating up the distance between them in seconds. Before Zoe could say a word, his arms came around her in a tight hug. He stepped back and looked down at her worriedly.

“Any news?”

She shook her head. “Nothing yet. Mom’s on her way, belatedly, after telling me she wasn’t even needed here. She can be such a bitch when she wants to be.”

They sat down in the chairs in front of the reception, their hands inches apart on the arms of the chair.

“You didn’t have to come all the way out here,” she said.

“Shut up, Zoe,” Leo said gently, giving her a wry smile.

“I feel like I should call Phil, but my mom probably told him. I’m not sure he gets along with Gamma anyhow.”

“How come?”

“I don’t know.”

A nurse was hovering at the desk as she spoke, and after checking a chart in front of her, she turned to them, raising her eyebrows.

“Zoe Fontaine?” she asked.

“That’s me.”

“Ah, great. You’re grandmother has been asking for you quite forcefully for the last few minutes.”

“I’ll wait here,” Leo said softly. “You go and see her.”

“Are you sure?”

“Of course, you go ahead.”

Zoe followed the nurse to the far corner, where she pushed back one of the green curtains to reveal Lyla sitting up in bed, a mask around her neck, looking murderous.

“This is ridiculous,” she said vehemently as the nurse came to stand beside her. “There’s nothing wrong with me.”

“Okay, well we’re gonna make sure you’re right about that when your bloods come back, okay Ms. Reed? In the meantime, I’ve brought your granddaughter like you asked. “

The nurse replaced the plastic mask over her nose and mouth as Lyla glowered at her, but she didn’t remove it again.

“Is she okay?” Zoe asked.

“She’s doing better now. She was hypotensive in the ambulance, and pretty out of it, so we just want to monitor her to make sure she’s doing alright.”

“I’m fine,” Lyla said, a little muffled behind the mask.

“I’ll leave you for a little bit, but I’ll come back once we have the results. Your EKG is steady, so no more excitement for you, okay?”

She left the room, closing the curtain behind her as Zoe came to stand beside the bed.

“You doing alright?”

“I’m fine, I just want to get out of the hospital. Last time I ended up in one they didn’t let me leave for weeks!”

“What? When was that?”

Lyla scoffed. “It was your mother’s fault.”

“Gamma, do you know what happened? Kiki said you fell?”

Lyla lifted a hand vaguely. “I stood up, and the room was spinning. I haven’t felt like that since I drank a bottle of champagne by myself. I tried to balance, and then I ended up on the floor. It’s a nuisance, I’m sure it’s just a silly dizzy spell.”

Zoe pulled up a chair, just as a loud voice from outside could be heard speaking to someone at reception. Lyla’s head fell back against her pillow.

The curtain was brushed aside and Arlene walked in, all business, still with her stethoscope round her neck from work, her brow furrowed as the nurse followed her inside.

“They tell me you collapsed,” she said sharply, and Zoe was reminded that the last time they had seen each other, Lyla had slapped Arlene around the face.

“I’m fine.”

“Incorrect,” Arlene said, picking up the chart from the end of the bed and reviewing it as the nurse frowned at her. “What’s been going on? Have you taken your medication this morning?”

“Of course,” Lyla said.

“Incorrect. The home just called and told me you hadn’t had your medication before the ambulance staff took you away.”

Lyla’s expression fell, and she glanced at Zoe, her cheeks heating.

“I took it myself,” she replied in a small voice.

Arlene placed the chart back on the foot of the bed.

“What do you mean?” she asked ominously, but something in her tone sounded worried now. Zoe glanced at her mother, the tips of her fingers were tapping incessantly on the pole at the base of the bed, her jaw clenching rhythmically.

“I don’t trust them to give me the right pills,” Lyla said angrily. “I have been taking matters into my own hands to ensure I don’t get poisoned!”

“Kindly tell me what you mean, Mother,” Arlene said as she and the nurse exchanged a worried glance.

Zoe watched aghast as Lyla pulled a tissue from her sleeve and unwound it. A multitude of identical tablets fell out across the bed.

Arlene closed her eyes despairingly.

“Mom, how many of those did you take?” Arlene asked.

“One!” Lyla said. “I take one in the evening and one in the morning. I know my dose, Arlene.”

Arlene glanced at the nurse. “Labetalol.”

The nurse nodded sagely as though everything had been explained quite neatly with that single word.

“What?” Lyla demanded.

“Mom, you must have taken two at once. That’s why you collapsed, your blood pressure was through the floor.”

“How can you be so sure that’s what it was?” Zoe asked as Lyla clicked her fingers at her in agreement.

“Because this is what happened before. And look at that little stockpile of pills? It’s hardly surprising when she’s self-medicating,” Arlene said wearily.

“I am not self-medicating!” Lyla said shrilly. “I don’t want that nurse anywhere near my meds.”

“What do you mean, what happened before?” Zoe asked Arlene. Her mother’s shoulders relaxed as she leaned heavily on the end of the bed in relief.

Arlene turned to Zoe as Lyla crossed her arms over her chest and turned away from them all, huffing loudly.

“This is the reason she is in a home in the first place,” Arlene explained.

“Please continue to talk about me as if I’m not here,” Lyla spat.

“This is why I wanted someone to be around to care for her. I walked in to find her collapsed on the floor. It was exactly the same thing!” Arlene sniffed irritably. “I shall be having words with Orchard Grove about their care. She shouldn’t be able to stockpile pills like this. No wonder she collapsed. She’s probably been taking the wrong dose for days.”

“I am perfectly capable of remembering—”

“No, you’re not!” Arlene snapped.

“Alright, alright,” Zoe said, touching Lyla’s arm gently. The heart monitor behind them was beeping more rapidly by the second. “This isn’t going to be resolved by shouting at each other. Gamma, let me talk to Mom for a second, alright? I’ll be back in a minute.”

She pushed her mother through the curtain and away to the other side of the chairs at reception.

Leo was hovering at the side of the room, and as he rose, Zoe gently shook her head at him, flashing a grateful smile.

She walked with her mother over to one of the wide windows at the edge of the room. It looked out on the little garden that had been created in the central atrium of the hospital. It was flooded with light, open to the sky.

“I know what you’re going to say,” her mother said icily. “But I didn’t just ‘chuck her into a home’. Before she went into Rural Heights, I visited her and found her face down on the floor of her apartment. I thought she was dead. I couldn’t leave her there, Zoe, not on her own. I know she hates that place, but I can’t think of how else she can be cared for. I can’t have her live with me, we’d kill each other.”

Her mother looked out the window at the bright, green garden outside. A little fountain in the center bubbled merrily, and Zoe watched the muscles move in her mother’s jaw as she stared ahead of her. The wrinkles around her eyes and mouth looked stark in the bright, white sunshine.

“This is what she did before,” she muttered. “She was storing her pills at Rural Heights too, obsessed that the staff were out to get her. I thought she’d gotten past that, but clearly I was wrong. I don’t think she’s senile, I think she’s doing it deliberately so she can’t stay there, thinking I’ll let her back in her apartment. But I won’t. I worry about her, whatever you might think. I don’t want her lying on the floor and dying alone one day.”

The pain on her mother’s face was obvious, as if a mask had slipped away. For the first time, Zoe saw real worry in her eyes. It was a look she once had for Judy, but it had hardened over the years until Zoe had assumed it was gone forever.

“Alright, I understand that,” Zoe said simply. “But when I visited Orchard Grove, one of the nurses had just been fired for stealing, so I think Gamma might have a point.”

Arlene turned to her in amazement. “Really? Well, that isn’t a good place for her anyway then. Lord knows what I’m going to do with her.” She shifted her weight, lips thinning. “Thank you for calling me. Look, I had better go back in there and talk to her about what we’re going to do. If she won’t stay at the home we’ll have to think of another option. Lord knows what that’s going to be.”

She stalked away as Leo appeared behind Zoe, watching as her mother reentered the room.

Zoe caught a brief glimpse of Lyla trying to wrestle the mask from her face and as her mother gently approached her, removing it and setting it to one side, taking a seat beside the bed as Lyla turned toward her. Then the curtain closed, and they were lost from sight.

“Will they come to blows again, you think?” Leo asked.

“God knows. I hope not. Maybe they’ll actually talk to each other. That’d be a novelty for our family.”

They headed out of the hospital into the sunshine. The clouds were still brooding above them, but it looked as if the sun was winning against the threat of rain.

“Thanks again for coming out here, you didn’t need to,” she said thickly as they got to her car and she let Max out, grabbing his leash as he jumped up to greet Leo.

“Yes, I did,” he replied. He stroked Max behind the ears as they took him to a little green space behind the hospital for him to relieve himself.

“You called me in the car, did you have something you needed to tell me?” Zoe asked.

“Yeah, actually, I heard back from my friend Peter, you know, the guy I met and asked about Hubert?”

“Oh yes! What did he say?”

“Well, he confirmed that Masterson was a pretty dubious character, but that he did some good before his death. Apparently, he had been supporting the daughter of a soldier from his unit who committed suicide.”

“Well, that is pretty decent of him.”

“I thought so too. Peter just came back with the name of the soldier.”

Zoe looked up as Max came to sit on her shoes, gazing up at Leo adoringly. “What was his name?”

Leo smiled. “Rex Thorpe,” he replied. “So I reckon we might have finally found the infamous RT.”
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Zoe was heading to Mrs. Bornstein’s with Max in the back. She had received a text from her mother saying she would stay with Lyla for the rest of the day. The hospital wanted to run more tests, and she’d likely remain there overnight. Zoe was content with that, hoping, if nothing else, her mom and grandmother would have some time to try and repair their fractured relationship.

As she passed Annalise’s gas station, she slowed the car, noticing a man in the doorway, drill in hand, removing the hinges.

She pulled in, rolling to a stop beside one of the pumps and as she did so he jogged over, waving.

“It’s closed!” he shouted as Zoe opened the car door.

“I was looking for Annalise,” she said, glaring at him and eyeing the drill with deep suspicion. As he reached her car, however, a little shadow appeared in the doorway as Annalise’s little boy appeared, closely followed by Annalise with the baby in the carrier in front of her.

“Hey Zoe,” she said with a tired smile. “It’s alright, this is my ex, John.”

“Ex, ex,” the man said, turning toward her and frowning. He looked back at Zoe. “I’m trying to win her back, but it ain’t workin’.”

“You keep fixin’ this door and I might consider it,” Annalise said, but there was no warmth in her eyes as she came out to see Zoe.

“Officer Walker told me you got hit again; I’m so sorry. You doing okay?” Zoe asked.

Annalise looked back at her ex, who was lifting a heavy iron gate into place to cover the doorway.

“He brought it over,” Annalise said with a sigh. “I guess I should be grateful.” She looked down at the kids and rolled her eyes. Brushing a hand over the baby’s head. “Or at least that’s how he makes me feel when I got these two to care for alone.”

Zoe sighed. “I’m not a single mom, but he only gets to come back if he deserves it.”

Annalise snorted. “He’s tryin’. I guess that’s all he can do. At least the police got a lead on who it was.”

“Oh yeah? What did they tell you?”

“Apparently, some kids have been holed up in a house on the edge of the town. The cops raided the place and caught one of ‘em. It was meant to be a drug raid, but instead they found that huge camera my brother fitted for me. Looks like they came back when they were high and stole it for fun. They probably never saw a camera that big before—it’s vintage according to anyone born after 1990.” She grimaced as Zoe chuckled.

“The youth of today.”

“I know, right? Anyhow, the sheriff called, and they’ve got one in custody, so I guess that’s good. The rest scattered when they broke down the door. He’s gonna let me know if they get anything out of him. Just a bunch of kids. It’s shameful what they think they’re entitled to. Not sure I got a lot of sympathy.”

“You want a coffee, Anna?” her ex shouted. He’d fitted the white metal gate over the door now, and although Zoe could see the benefits for security, it made the gas station look a lot less inviting to visit.

“Sure. If you’re makin’ one,” Annalise said. The little boy toddled over to his dad, who took his hand and walked him inside. “He’s never offered to make coffee for me in my life until now,” Annalise murmured.

“Keep him on his toes,” Zoe said firmly as she got back into her car.

“Oh, I intend to.”
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On Monday morning, Zoe drove to the sheriff’s department. She’d spent most of the weekend looking into Rex Thorpe but hadn’t come up with much helpful information. She stopped at Leo’s for dinner, where they looked through some of the military sites Leo was more familiar with than Zoe, but even the details Peter had sent through hadn’t been as fruitful as they had hoped.

Rex had moved around to several different military bases through his career, and had been medically discharged from active duty after being injured badly on an operation.

His daughter was only five when he died, but the information on her was even more sparse; she dropped off the grid completely after his death.

That was why Zoe found herself at the sheriff’s department again, hoping that Walker might be able to shed some light on the daughter’s whereabouts.

But Zoe’s plans to ask her were derailed when she arrived in the bull pen to find Kissinger was the only one there.

Zoe stood in the doorway, watching him leaning against the wall of his office as he narrowed his eyes at her angrily.

“Why is it, every time I’m having a crappy day, you show up, Fontaine?”

“I couldn’t tell you that, Sheriff. Pretty early to already be having a shitty day.”

He had a cup in his hand that he sipped from, swirling it around experimentally, but she could see his bloodshot eyes from across the room. There were greasy lines around the base of his eyes and obvious redness over his nose and cheeks.

“What do you want, anyhow? Here to accuse my deputies of being liars again?”

Zoe stuck out her chin. “Chase Stanfield was a liar, Kissinger.”

“That’s Sheriff Kissinger, and don’t you forget it.”

He belched loudly as another officer entered the room behind her. It was the same young guy she’d seen before, his nose red and sore as he announced himself with a loud sniff. When he saw the sheriff, he looked visibly worried.

Kissinger pushed himself off the wall.

“Simmons, arrest her,” he said, brandishing his cup at Zoe.

“Uh… what for, Sheriff?” he asked warily.

“I don’t care. Find a reason. You know she destroyed this department, right? Her and that asshole of an editor, printin’ a load of shit about my boys. You shouldn’t even want to stand in the same room as that b—”

“Alright, Sheriff, that’s enough,” Zoe said loudly and firmly. “Why don’t we talk in your office if you’re so willing to demonize me? I’d love to hear your thoughts on how else the paper destroyed this place.”

She walked across the room and watched as the sheriff tottered on his feet, leaning forward alarmingly as she managed to get a hand around his waist.

There was a frozen moment of silence when his whole body went rigid. She was sure he would charge her with assault, but suddenly, another arm came around the sheriff’s other side, and Walker appeared, pulling him bodily into his office.

Walker got him to the chair behind his desk, and Zoe shut the door, closing the blinds.

“Sheriff, you need to go home,” Walker said, as Kissinger shoved her off like she was trying to wake him up from a nap. He leaned back in his chair, arm outstretched for a second, before it slumped into his lap and he passed out.

Zoe rescued the coffee cup from his fingers, sniffing at it and grimacing as the stench of whiskey filled her nostrils. She placed it on the other side of the desk.

“Jesus,” Walker said, taking off her hat and wiping at her forehead. “He’s never been this bad. Afternoons maybe a bit to drink, but first thing on a Monday mornin’? If they find out up at the state office, he’ll be out on his ass.”

Zoe watched the drool forming at the edge of Kissinger’s mouth. She had always hated him, but there was something pathetic and sad about him now, and her gut clenched unpleasantly.

“That other officer, Simmons is it? He doesn’t look like he’d say boo to a goose,” she said gently. “And I won’t say anything. Just tell the others he’s out for the day, and when he wakes up, get him some water and send him home.”

Walker looked up at her, scratching her head. “It can’t be that simple.”

“Look, you either report him and definitely get him removed from office, or you talk to him when he’s sober. He’s clearly in pain or unhappy. Nobody’s drunk before nine on a Monday because their life is going great.”

Walker blew out a breath. “Alright. Let’s just leave him in here for now, I guess. I can’t lug him to my car in this state, anyway. Thanks, Zoe.”

“I’m not doing it for free this time, I need a favor.”

“And I thought you and I were best buds now,” Walker said reproachfully. “Just let me grab Simmons and make sure he doesn’t blab all over the station. I’m gonna need to get someone to watch Kissinger, or he might vomit all over his desk.”

Zoe watched the drool seep out of the sheriff’s mouth and grimaced, as they both left the office and Walker went to find Simmons.

It was about forty minutes before she returned and when she caught sight of Zoe still sitting at her desk she hooked her thumb over her belt, her lips thinning with irritation.

Walker sat down heavily. The rest of the office was empty now, and Kissinger’s door remained firmly closed.

“What can I help you with?” Walker asked.

“I think I’ve found out who RT is,” Zoe said without preamble.

Walker raised her eyebrows. “And how exactly did you do that?”

Walker’s eyes were gleaming now, but Zoe didn’t want to involve Leo if she could help it.

“Brilliant research,” she said firmly, and Walker rolled her eyes.

“Alright, well, who is he?”

“His name is Rex Thorpe—someone Masterson was in the Marines with. Thorpe worked under him in one of his units, but he was medically discharged in the early nineties. Thorpe was pretty busted up after one particular operation in Kuwait, and a couple years later, he killed himself. Masterson helped Rex’s daughter, sending her money every month. Feels like Masterson might have held onto some guilt about it.”

Walker was already typing the name into her computer.

“Huh.” That was all she said.

“I was hoping you might have a record of his daughter. There was some mention of him moving with his family to the military bases before he left, but then nothing. I thought there might be a record of her on your system.”

“Might be. Especially if she’s got a past, let me take a look.”

Zoe waited patiently while Walker clicked through various screens on her machine, running down each page in double quick time, her eyes moving rapidly over chunks of tightly packed text.

“Looks like he died in 1993, that what you got?”

“Yeah.”

“There was a record of a minor attached to him. She went into care pretty quick. No sign of the mother that I can make out, but you’re right, she dips out of existence for a while. And then, bingo. She’s got a record.”

“She’s alive?”

“Sure is. A few misdemeanors back in the day, a couple of thefts, but nothing stuck. Must have cleaned up her act. Married in 2006, but divorced a couple of years later, looks like 2009. Kept her married name. Last known address was New Jersey.”

Walker turned the screen around so that Zoe could see the photograph of Rex’s daughter, and the last name blazing out like a beacon.

And just like that, Zoe finally knew who had killed Hubert Masterson.
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Zoe walked into Orchard Grove, a sense of relief in every step.

Finally, she would be able to help her grandmother. If Gamma’s only option was to return to this place, at least anyone else who died would do so from natural causes.

Kiki was sitting at her desk typing on her computer, and as Zoe entered, she gave a broad smile and stood up coming around the desk toward her.

“How’s Lyla?” she asked, her eyes full of concern.

“She’s doing okay, thanks Kiki. The doctors think she took a double dose of her medication, so they’re still monitoring her, but I expect she’ll be back soon.”

There was the sound of an engine from the driveway outside, and Zoe’s heart began to beat a little slower as Leo’s truck pulled up.

“Oh, that’s good,” Kiki said sincerely. “I like Lyla, she’s got so much spirit.”

Zoe laughed. “Yeah, she definitely has that. Is Tate Dawson here? I was wondering if I could talk to him.”

Kiki frowned. “Sure, why?”

“Oh, he mentioned something to me the other day, and I wanted to clarify it with him if that’s alright.” She turned, watching Leo jogging up to the entrance. ”Leo’s here with me, if you don’t mind?”

“No problem,” Kiki said, looking mischievous. “I’m intrigued as to what he could have talked to you about, but I won’t pry! Come with me, I think he’s in his bedroom, but he might have gone outside, it’s such a beautiful day.”

The familiar smell of the corridor wafted toward her as they made their way through together. It felt very different from the first time she had entered the place, a sense of hope rising as they made their way further into the home.

Kiki was wearing a sequined jacket today, with pinks and purples across a sunset on the back. It cast patterned light across the walls, flickering through the space like tiny jewels spinning in place.

Tate’s room was on the opposite side of the hallway to Lyla’s, in room 22. The door was ajar when they reached it and Kiki knocked politely, standing back as Tate’s burly body appeared.

“Oh, hello,” he said nervously, glancing between Zoe and Leo. “What are you two doin’ here?”

“Zoe and Leo were wondering if they might have a word with you, Tate, would that be alright?” Kiki asked.

Tate’s gaze turned gentle as he looked at Kiki and he nodded. “Sure, although it’s kind of a mess in here.”

“Don’t worry,” Zoe said evenly. “This won’t take long.”

“I’ll leave you to it,” Kiki said, winking at Zoe and heading back down the corridor to the reception area.

Zoe and Leo walked into the room. It was very different from her grandmother’s. There were photographs everywhere of Tate and his family, fishing trips he had taken, and personal items scattered over the shelves. It felt lived in.

Compared to Colin’s room, there was a significant lack of medical aids, too. Tate was more able-bodied than most, and his stocky build certainly suggested a man who was still very independent.

Tate lifted a book and a teacup off a chair and indicated that Zoe should sit. Tate sat on the bed as Leo leaned against the desk beside Zoe.

“This is a nice room,” Zoe said, looking out the window. “A lot of light, and you can see the gardens and the mountains.”

“Yeah, I swapped it with one of the other residents who needed a bigger bathroom. It’s got everythin’ I need, an’ bigger than many of the rooms I’ve slept in in my life,” he said, tipping his head toward Leo.

“Is that your family?” Zoe asked, pointing to a framed photograph above the bed. It showed Tate between two younger women of around fifty, both blonde and tall, with three children standing in front of them.

“Yeah, those are my daughters. Kayla and Judith. The kids are Judith’s, Kayla isn’t interested in any of that.”

He looked back at Zoe, his gaze flicking to Leo as he frowned.

“Not that I’m gonna complain about havin’ visitors, but what is this about?”

Zoe sat back in her chair.

“I’ve been doing some research on Hubert Masterson,” Zoe said, as Tate rolled his eyes, crossing his arms over his chest.

“Find anythin’ positive to say?”

Zoe smoothed a hand over her thigh. “Actually, yeah. He had quite a glittering career. I discovered that not many people share your opinion that he was a bad person.”

Tate narrowed his eyes. “Who you been talkin’ to? And I didn’t say he was a bad person, I said he had bad practices. It’s not the same thing. Plenty of soldiers are assholes. It ain’t new.”

Leo shifted slightly. “Did you serve with him?” he asked, and Tate looked up at Leo, his eyes less friendly than they had been.

“I didn’t serve alongside him, no. Knew of him, heard about what he done, and spoke to plenty of men who hated him. But I was out by then. Got into security work. Easier money, less danger, and prettier women.”

“But you did hate him,” Zoe said sharply.

Tate stretched out his legs, his big body leaning forward as he met Zoe’s gaze.

“I told you that already. Yeah, I hated him, but that weren’t born from the Army. I got his rep pinned down from hearin’ about him, but it was meetin’ the man himself in this place that sealed the deal. He was just as arrogant and full of himself as I’d expected. He liked to be obeyed, knew who to work to get what he wanted. That receptionist let him get away with murder because he has a way of knowin’ who to butter up when it suits him.”

Tate’s hands fell to his sides, clenched into fists as he looked away, the light from the window pinpointing the gray stubble protruding from his cheek.

“Is that why you killed him?” Zoe asked, and Tate went utterly still.

“What?” he spluttered, his head snapping back round to look at her. “I didn’t do nothin’ to him.”

“Oh, I think we both know that isn’t true.”

Tate stood up. For a short man, he certainly knew how to fill a room. Leo was on his feet immediately, standing in front of Zoe’s chair protectively.

“He died from heart failure,” Tate snapped. “You better have a damned good reason for accusin’ me of this, because I’ll tell you right now, I didn’t do a thing to him. It’s like I told you—if I got a problem with a man, I use my fists. I ain’t gonna sneak around hurtin’ people in the middle of the night.”

“You said yourself you didn’t like him,” Zoe said softly, keeping her body as relaxed as she could as Tate took a menacing step forward.

“Yeah, I made that very clear. I made no secret of the fact that I didn’t like his ways; I got no time for ambitious men who would stop at nothin’ to get to the top, and I couldn’t stand the way he spoke to people. Not a sincere word came out of that man’s mouth—he was out for what he could get, and he got a lot.”

“But you knew how ruthless he was. You told me that,” Zoe insisted.

“Ruthless? That man redefined the word. He didn’t care about the men in his command, or anything else for that matter. He was alive for one purpose, and that was to make Hubert Masterson’s life better. He couldn’t care less who stood in his way as long as he got what he wanted. I have stories—endless stories I could tell you about him, about how he used people, degraded people, humiliated them. But what’s the use? All the stories he was ever in are dead and buried with him.”

Zoe met Tate’s gaze, his eyes glinting with fury as he leaned toward her. Zoe looked over at the doorway.

“And what about you, Kiki? Do you know any stories about the man you murdered?”

There was a soft cry and a sharp scuffle outside, as Kiki was shoved unceremoniously into the room by Deputy Walker. She stumbled forward, a hand landing on a side table as she staggered to her feet, her eyes wide with shock.

“I think it’s about time you start telling the truth,” Zoe said coldly.
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Kiki was frozen in place as she glanced back at Walker and then at Zoe. Tate, for his part, looked just as shocked as Kiki, watching her warily as the fight drained out of him.

“What the hell?” he muttered under his breath as Zoe stood up.

“Sorry,” she whispered to him, and meant it.

Kiki turned to her, and for the first time Zoe saw her true face. The mask she had worn for so long disappeared, and her expression became harsh and cold as she stood up straighter, flicking a loose strand of hair out of her eyes and glaring at Zoe. Walker took a step into the room, blocking her escape and forcing Kiki to remain where she was.

“I have to admit, it took me a while,” Zoe said softly. “Maybe I might never have figured it out, but you couldn’t help leaving a clue about what you had done. ‘RT, R.I.P.,’ a final message for your father. After all these years, you’d finally got your revenge.”

Kiki’s impassive expression didn’t waver; she just raised her chin in the air, defiant and angry.

“What I don’t understand is why,” Zoe continued. “Your father worked with Hubert on a mission that destroyed his mental health. He was discharged after his injury and never recovered enough to have a normal life. But Hubert Masterson had been supporting you financially for years. He’d cared for you since your father’s death. Why did you want to kill him?”

Kiki scoffed, her mouth twisting into a cruel snarl as she pulled at the sleeve of her jacket, bunching the fabric in her fists and squeezing it tightly.

“Supported me?” Kiki asked, looking disgusted. “He didn’t support anything. He destroyed my life, my father’s life, all for an operation in some senseless war.”

“What happened to your father?” Zoe asked. She could hear some other residents waking up now, doors opening and closing along the hallway, the gentle murmur of voices.

“The military was my father’s whole life,” Kiki said bitterly. “He was a soldier through and through. He idealized every commanding officer he ever had and did everything they asked, hoping his hard work would be recognized one day. But Masterson was something special.”

Tate lowered himself to the bed as Kiki stepped further into the room, picking up one of his military photographs and looking at it with a distant expression.

“They were both involved in the liberation of Kuwait after Iraq invaded in the Gulf War. My dad had worked with Masterson for a while. They had a strong bond. He was second in command on a special forces mission that Masterson was running. There was an ambush, and the staff sergeant was killed; all the others badly wounded. Masterson put my dad in charge of getting the men, and the information they’d collected, back to base.”

She grimaced, placing the picture down on the table again.

“Masterson wasn’t sure if he could make it back, but the information my dad’s team had collected was so important he couldn’t afford for my dad to give up. So he told him a lie. A lie that would haunt us for the rest of his life.”

The clock above Tate’s door ticked loudly, all eyes on Kiki as she stared impassively at Zoe.

“Before the mission began, Masterson had received a communication from home with some terrible news. My mom and her unborn child had died. My little brother. She’d gone into premature labor, lost a lot of blood, and they hadn’t been able to save either of them. Not only did Masterson choose not to tell my father what had happened, but when everything had gone to shit, he used it to get him back to base. He lied. He told my dad that he had to get back so that he could ‘meet his baby boy’.

“It was all my dad had ever wanted. He loved me, but he wanted a son, someone he could mold in his image. Masterson understood that. He knew what to say to get the result he wanted.”

Kiki’s voice broke, tears pooling at the back of her eyes.

“So my dad managed to get up, gather the men, and get back to base camp. I never knew, not until much later, what really happened that night. I’ve had to piece the information together from other soldiers he knew who took pity on me. I begged them to tell me the truth. I just wanted to know what finally drove my dad to his death.

“He was broken when he came back; devastated about Mom, but there was something else. He’d changed, turned in on himself. I was only five years old, but even I could see the difference in him. Hubert Masterson told him the worst lie you could tell anyone, just so his mission could be completed.

“Dad was discharged, and he never fully recovered, turning to alcohol and drugs. He was addicted by the end, and I knew he wasn’t going to live long. I was eight when I was taken into foster care and ten when I tried drugs for the first time. Then it was all a spiral after that. And what happened to Masterson? He was hailed as a hero. Standing on the backs of all those men he destroyed, he was given the Legion of Merit while my dad lay rotting in the earth.”

Her eyes found Zoe again, and that same cruel smirk came over her face.

“Supported me,” she said sullenly. “That’s what people said all my life. Isn’t it great that he supports you? Isn’t he generous?”

She scoffed, shaking her head as her eyes narrowed.

“Do you know what support is? Giving a shit about a person. Not assuaging your guilt by sending them money every month without even bothering to check in with them to see what they’re using it for. If I hadn’t had that money coming in, I would have had nothing to buy the drugs with. I could have been in recovery for years if it weren’t for him—if he’d ever taken the time to stop by and find out if I was okay, he would have known the damage he was doing.” She scowled. “He would have known what I looked like.

“But he wasn’t really interested in helping me. He just wanted to tell himself he was doing a good thing; that he wasn’t to blame for what happened to my dad. I know it stayed with him. On one of the first nights I was here, I heard him talking about it with one of the residents. He didn’t mention any names, but I knew. I almost stabbed him in the neck right then, but I had to be patient. I’d waited all these years. I could wait a few more weeks.”

“So, you drugged him?” Leo asked, breaking the silence as Kiki laughed again.

“It helps that Andrina was so stupid. She wasn’t even subtle about what she was doing. It was me who encouraged Templeton to allow her to start managing the meds. She was already trying inexpertly to cover her tracks. What’s a few more pills going missing when she was taking so many already? I only needed a few more of the Digoxin that Masterson was taking. I wanted it to be slow. I looked into the drug, and it accumulates in the bloodstream, slowly causing kidney failure.

“I didn’t want a one-and-done kind of death for him; I wanted him to suffer. It was easy enough to add an extra pill to his tea occasionally. It was quite satisfying, watching his decline. He was proud, too proud to tell anyone, but I could see him getting worse. He didn’t understand what was the matter with him. He would be sick, and try to hide it. I watched him slowly slip away, just like with dad.”

“And what about the paper I found underneath Masterson’s bed?” Zoe asked. “You left us a message. You didn’t have to do that. You might have got away with it, if you hadn’t.”

“It’s poetic justice,” Kiki said, the tears gleaming in her eyes now as she stared at Zoe with real fury. “I kept Dad’s suicide note all these years. I’ll never forget the morning I came down to find him on the kitchen floor, the pink paper from my stationery set on the table. It had butterflies in the corner. Hubert Masterson died with my dad’s name against his skin; that matters.”

“And Colin Villiers? Didn’t he matter?” Zoe asked softly.

Tate was suddenly on his feet, glaring furiously at Kiki. “You hurt Colin, too?” he demanded.

Kiki wasn’t quite so casual now, wary of Tate as she fidgeted in place.

“He saw me with the pills. He always had a habit of putting himself in the wrong place at the wrong time. I couldn’t take the chance that he might tell someone.”

“He didn’t remember his own name most days!” Tate shouted as Walker turned to face him, braced for an attack her body blocking his path to Kiki.

“Actually, Colin was far more lucid than anyone gave him credit for,” Kiki stated. “Some days I would have full conversations with him. He remembered a lot more than he let on, and there were moments of clarity that surprised even me. I should have planned for it really, but it never occurred to me.

“He wandered into the nurse’s station just as I was replacing the tablets I’d swiped. I knew if I returned them, the stock count would be right again, and if, after his death, they investigated, it wouldn’t be the Digoxin that was low, but the Oxycontin Andrina had been stealing. It would have all worked out fine, but then I turned around and there he was, watching me with that look in his eye that showed he knew exactly what I’d done.”

“You killed him,” Tate whispered, his voice cracking.

“I put him out of his misery. Dementia’s not a life anyone wants to live. It didn’t take much, I just had to dissolve some pills in his coffee and that was that.”

There was a moment of total stillness, and then Tate launched himself at Kiki. Zoe gasped, stepping in to try and grab him, but he was three times her size.

She needn’t have worried, however. Leo’s arm slammed against Tate’s chest as he stepped sideways, his arms curling around him and pulling him forcibly back toward the bed. Kiki leaped behind Walker, who immediately gripped her arm in a vice, preventing her from running into the hallway.

Zoe watched in amazement as Leo subdued Tate with barely any effort at all—he was much stronger than she’d realized. After a few seconds, Tate relaxed, and Leo slowly let him go as Tate shrugged his hands from his shoulders.

He didn’t try to move toward Kiki again. Even so, Leo stood in front of him like a bodyguard as Walker pulled Kiki around, making her stand in the center of the room as she pulled her arms behind her back.

“Kiki Halliday, you are under arrest for the murder of Hubert Masterson and Colin Villiers. You have the right to remain silent, anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law…”

As the handcuffs snapped onto her wrists, Kiki turned to Zoe for the final time.

“How did you figure it out in the end?” she asked quietly, her eyes dark and sad.

“Your last name,” Zoe replied. “Rex Thorpe’s daughter was Rebecca, and I didn’t make the connection with Kiki. But you kept your married name, Halliday. If you hadn’t left that note, I wouldn’t have worked out who Rex Thorpe was. You could have gotten away with it.”

Kiki laughed. “Oh, I doubt that. You don’t seem the type to let things go.”

Walker’s gaze met Zoe’s briefly as she turned Kiki toward the doorway.

“I’m kind of sad you figured it out,” Kiki said. “I was getting to like Sapphire Valley. I could have made a life here.”


[image: ]

[image: ]

Zoe leaned against her car, Max snuffling at her feet as she waited for the doors of Orchard Grove to open.

A few days had passed since Kiki’s arrest, and Zoe had been in a flurry of activity, working on the article for The Chronicle while also assisting Deputy Walker and Nurse Templeton in piecing everything together.

Lyla was out of the hospital. The doctors had given her a new pill box with instructions not to stockpile any more of her medication, and she was safely back at Orchard Grove—but not for long.

The doors opened, and Zoe stood up straighter as her grandmother walked out, clutching her coat and a small bag of belongings. The other two boxes and her suitcase were already in the car.

Zoe was still uncertain whether the solution they had come up with was going to work, but it had to be better than Lyla remaining at the home.

“All set?” Zoe asked.

Lyla nodded. “I’ve said goodbye to everyone. Tate has asked me to come and visit. I think he might be sweet on me.”

Zoe chuckled. “Everyone in the world had worked that out except for you, Gamma.”

Lyla looked pleased by that and smiled softly to herself as she got in the car. Her movements and general disposition were far more carefree, happier even. She’d put on a cardigan with sequins streaming down the sleeves, and the old spark was back in her eyes.

“You know this isn’t going to be a permanent solution, right?” Zoe asked. She didn’t want to burst the happy little bubble Lyla was living in, but they needed to be realistic.

Lyla gave her a long glare. “I am fully aware of that. And do you know why?”

“Why?”

“Because you and Arlene have told me fifteen times in the last two days that it’s a trial, and if it doesn’t work out for both of us, then I won’t be able to stay there.”

“Okay, well, at least you know what’s going on this time, then.”

“How could I forget?” she said, but her hand touched Zoe’s thigh gently and patted it. “You’re a good girl, Zoe. Thank you for everything you’ve done. I know you didn’t have to keep investigating like you did, and I’m more grateful than I can say that I don’t have to stay in that place anymore. That’s ‘cause of you.”

“Maybe you can let Judy know she isn’t the only capable sister,” Zoe couldn’t help adding.

“Oh, I already did. She’s happy that I’m happy.”

Zoe tensed, still feeling the familiar wave of anger that her grandmother and Judy had been in touch all these years without her being aware of it.

“You know, I’ve been thinking about something,” Lyla said softly, and Zoe glanced at her.

“What’s that?”

“How much does Judy’s rehab cost you?”

Zoe swallowed, signaling left as they waited at the lights. “Uh, quite a bit. Why?”

“Well, I think you’ve taken on that burden long enough. My new accommodation will cost a lot less than that home did. And I want to help you with the fees, at least for a while, as you’re getting settled here.”

Zoe stared ahead of her, feeling an intense sense of relief as she considered what that might mean for her future.

“You don’t have to do—”

“Stop. I know what you’re going to say, and I do have to do it. I want to look after Judy, too, and it shouldn’t just be on you because Arlene has made her choices. I will cover at least half, and I won’t hear another word about the matter, is that clear?”

“You don’t even know how much it is.”

“It doesn’t matter. I’ll cover it.”

Zoe continued on, heading up Forster Street as a smile spread over her face. “Alright, Gamma. Thank you, that’ll help me out a lot.”

“You’re welcome. This new place is a steal by comparison to Orchard Grove anyway,” she said warmly as Zoe drove onto the familiar driveway of Mrs. Bornstein’s house.

All of Zoe’s boxes were outside where she had left them, and Mrs. B was standing on the doorstep, holding Satan as they pulled up.

Zoe got out of the car, waiting for Lyla to do the same. Her hips were stiff and unyielding, and she always struggled to lift herself from the passenger seat, but Zoe had learned not to offer help. It only ever caused arguments.

“You’re sure about this?” Zoe asked Mrs. B as they both watched Lyla struggle to her feet, making her way round to them.

“I’m sure,” Mrs. B said happily. “I know we’ll get along famously, and Lyla tells me she can cook just as good as me. We can have a competition.”

Lyla came to stand on the other side of Mrs. B, stroking Satan, running her fingers through his long black hair. “How many cats’ names do I need to learn?”

“Fourteen.” Mrs. B said fondly. “But it might be fifteen as I had a call about another one behind the general store that’s been livin’ in a cardboard box.”

“Heaven help us all,” Lyla muttered good-naturedly.

“You gonna be alright?” Mrs. B asked Zoe sadly, looking at the boxes scattered on her drive.

“I am, and I’ll have a reason to come back and visit now that Gamma is here,” she said teasingly as Mrs. B grinned.

“Well, you come back whenever you please. I know Satan will be happy to see you.”

“He is named Mr. Nibbles, Mrs. B,” Zoe said, tickling him beneath his chin.

“I’ve decided Satan suits him better. He will miss that big furry ball of energy.”

They all glanced back at Zoe’s car, where Max was staring at them out of the rear window.

“Yeah, he’ll miss him too. Like I said, we have a reason to come back.”

She went to the trunk and hauled out her grandmother’s boxes, taking them through the long hallway, skirting around the cats, to her now vacated room.

The bright comforter she had bought, and the rainbow sheets were on the bed waiting for her grandmother. Zoe breathed in the familiar lavender scent that was innately Lyla’s as she placed the boxes on the bed.

After bringing in her suitcase, she stood in the doorway, smiling fondly as Lyla immediately started unpacking. It was a stark contrast to the sterile room in the nursing home where she had refused to take anything out of her suitcase. It felt as if she was already intending to get settled, and Zoe was happy to see it.

Zoe turned to Mrs. B, handing her the list she’d written up.

“She doesn’t have that many pills, but Mom told me to give you this in case you might forget. She has them morning and evening and needs to be watched like a hawk, so she doesn’t stash them somewhere in her sleeve.”

“I can hear you, Zoe Fontaine!”

“I’ll remember,” Mrs. B said. “I know I’m no spring chicken myself, but I have to take my statins, too. We can do it together as an evening activity.”

Mrs. B took the paper, and then Zoe gasped as she pulled her forcefully into a tight hug before pulling back.

“Now, where’s that young man who can help you with all those boxes?” she asked.

“Yes, where is Leo?” Lyla said, appearing at her elbow.

“He’s working, Gamma, and I can manage it myself. I’m gonna go and get settled in. You have my number, so text me if you need anything, alright? This is a trial, remember? You have to convince Mom you’re competent.”

“The nerve!” Mrs. B said, in mock outrage as Zoe laughed, heading out of the house.

It was a poignant moment as she waved out of the window of her car at Mrs. B and her grandmother as they stood in the doorway. She had come here for a temporary reprieve from DC, and now it seemed she would be living in Sapphire for at least the next six months.

She still didn’t know what she was going to do about her job, and Tripp would expect an answer before the month was out—but that would have to wait.

As she looked in her rearview at Max’s excited face, she headed to her new home, and it felt as if things were aligning in a way they hadn’t for a long time.
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Zoe placed the final box in the living room, staring down at the town below her through the corner glass of her apartment.

She already loved it here, with the beautiful views and the bright open space. It felt like hers in a way her DC apartment never had. Max was snuffling around every corner of the place, looking anxious and worried, but she knew he would get settled as soon as his bed was unpacked—wherever it was.

There was a soft knock on the door, and Zoe went over to it, wondering if it was the realtor coming to check on her.

She opened the door to find an enormous potted plant, which revealed Leo as he poked his head around it.

“Hah! What are you doing? I will kill that thing in less than a week,” Zoe said helplessly.

“It’s a monstera, you can’t kill it unless you water it too much.”

Zoe snorted. “Untrue. I look at plants, and they die. Max come ‘ere!” she cried, as Max tried to make a run into the hall and Leo stuck his leg out to prevent it.

“He doin’ okay?” Leo asked, pushing him back as he entered the apartment and shoved the door shut with his hip.

“Yeah, he’s alright. He’s a bit spooked, I think, as this place is bigger than the room in Mrs. B’s place. I hadn’t realized how tiny that was until now; I’m gonna need more stuff.”

Leo placed the plant in the living room beside the glass wall and fussed with it for a while until it was at just the right angle.

“You can put it any way you like, I’ll still kill it,” Zoe murmured.

Leo smiled, shaking his head. “I don’t think you will. Besides, I’m gonna be coming over all the time to check on it.”

“You’re so presumptuous,” she said lightly. “You’ll be coming over all the time so you can cook for me.”

Leo wandered over to the open-plan kitchen, tutting loudly. “Why don’t you have any saucepans?”

“I have a microwave.”

“Oh my God, Mrs. B is the only reason you’re still alive, I swear.”

“This apartment is nice, though, right? It feels like a fresh start somehow. I can’t explain it.”

Leo nodded. “Yeah. I thought that too. It’s different.”

They both looked out the window at the town, memories flooding through Zoe’s mind as she considered everything they had been through together. She turned to ask Leo a question and found him standing beside her, a lot closer than he had been, looking down at her thoughtfully.

She fidgeted, feeling nervous suddenly as his intense gaze met hers.

“I’m really glad you’re staying in Sapphire for a while,” he said softly. “I would have missed you if you went back to DC.”

Zoe rolled her eyes. “You’d have missed Max.”

“No,” he caught her gaze. “I’d have missed you… and Max,” he said, grinning, and she inhaled sharply as his arms came up and encircled her waist.

“I was thinking, I did things the wrong way round before,” he said gently, his fingers linking together at the small of her back, as she tried to steady her racing heart. “We had two extra people on the date who shouldn’t have been there. It’d be way more fun just to have the two of us next time.”

“Next time?” she said, raising her eyebrows. “There you are being presumptuous again.”

“Mm, I guess I am,” he said and then just held her in place, looking down at her with a heat in his eyes that he had never directed her way before.

She shivered as he lowered his head, gauging her reaction carefully, before he pressed his lips against hers. Zoe practically melted against him, her arms looping around his neck, her teenage heart unable to believe that Leo Rowden was actually kissing her.

Max chose that second to leap between them and ruined the moment by licking Zoe on her chin as they broke apart, Leo chuckling happily as Max circled them both.

“You’re a nuisance, buddy,” Zoe said as he jumped up at her again.

“So is that a yes?” Leo asked, his eyes shining excitedly as Zoe pretended to think about it.

“I guess I could agree to a date, but you have to help me unpack.”

Leo grinned, his handsome face lighting up as he did so. “Deal.”
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Leo walked around the ranch the following day with a spring in his step. His chores felt easier and simpler with the prospect of seeing Zoe for their date later. It was as if he had regressed to his teenage years and was back in high school, getting ready for prom.

He chuckled to himself as the geese honked loudly behind him, scurrying forward as he filled their troughs.

For a little while, he stood quietly in the field, listening to the pattering of their beaks as they scrabbled at the grain and chopped lettuce he had prepared for them. The world was quiet as Leo looked over at the mountains, letting the soft breeze flow over him and the anticipation for the evening grow in his chest.

He was heading back to the ranch, empty bucket in hand, when his cell vibrated. Wondering if it might be Zoe, he pulled it out eagerly, but didn’t recognize the number on the screen.

“This is Leo,” he said as he answered.

“Hi, Leo. This is Deputy Simmons from the sheriff’s department.”

Leo stopped in his tracks, one hand on the gate in front of him. “Hi there, Deputy, what can I do for you?”

“Sorry to bother you, Mr. Rowden, but are you acquainted with a Gus Gonzalez?” he asked, and Leo frowned, lowering the bucket to the ground as he headed through the gate toward his truck.

“Yeah, I know Gus. I work with Sparrow Meals, and I met him there recently.”

Leo hadn’t known Gus’s surname until that second, but there was only one person it could be. He bit his lip as he increased his pace, already feeling like this call wasn’t a good sign.

“Gus has given us your name as his contact in town, although it’s taken a few days to get it out of him. He’s at the sheriff’s department. Would you be able to come down for us? We need to discuss some things with him, and as a juvenile, we need an adult present.”

Leo’s gut clenched painfully as he imagined Gus all alone with no one there to support him.

“Yeah, I’m on my way right now.”

He hung up, got into his truck, and drove toward the sheriff’s department as fast as he could.

Leo had never been inside the building before and was surprised by how old-fashioned it was as he entered. The wooden desks and flickering lights weren’t particularly welcoming, and he could imagine how intimidating it would be for someone like Gus.

As he walked into the main office, a deputy with a tissue up his sleeve and a very red nose approached him.

“Hi, Mr. Rowden, thanks for coming so fast.”

Leo nodded, shaking his hand. “You can call me Leo. What’s this about?”

“If you’d just come with me, I’m hopin’ we can get this all straightened out.”

Leo followed him through the office down a narrow corridor covered with framed photos and posters for the local events in the town.

Eventually, they reached a door beside the break room that read “Interview Room 1”.

The deputy opened the door to reveal Gus, sitting alone at a desk, looking pissed off and exhausted.

Leo entered, and the deputy closed the door behind them. There was a faint bruise above Gus’s eye, and his fingers were tapping on the table incessantly.

Leo went to sit beside him, noting the look of relief in Gus’s expression when he didn’t ask him any questions.

Simmons sat down, glancing at Leo before opening a file in front of him.

“Gus here says you can vouch for him,” Simmons said skeptically.

Leo glanced at the teenager, but Gus didn’t look up at him, picking at the cuticles on his fingers.

“Vouch for him, how?” Leo asked.

“Well, he’s in a bit of trouble. In order to release him—and I’d prefer to do that given the nature of the crime he was involved in—I just need someone to keep him on the straight and narrow for a little while.”

“What happened?” Leo asked. “What crime?”

“Well, we raided a house a few days back and found a group of youths livin’ there. Most of ‘em ran, but Gus here was… well, he was sleepin’ and we brought him in. Looks like they been robbin’ stores in town, including the gas station. There was a big ‘ole camera went missin’ from Annalise’s place and we found it with his stuff.”

Leo hesitated, unsure how to play this. He wasn’t Gus’s guardian and didn’t think the kid would appreciate Leo chewing him out over what he’d done. But the idea that Gus had been responsible for the thefts around the town didn’t sit well with him; he’d heard about the damage and vandalism involved—it had sounded unhinged.

But it ain’t like the kid has had an easy life. Maybe he doesn’t know any better.

“Now, I’d rather not put Gus in juvie,” Simmons continued, “and I think that’s what he’d prefer, too.”

Gus managed a nod of the head.

“So, if you’re able, Mr. Rowden, uh, Leo, you’d be responsible for him for the short term until he pays off his debt. He’ll be working community service, helpin’ to fix all the damage he done. He’ll be expected to report to the station once a week and start a drug rehabilitation program.”

The officer passed Leo some leaflets, and Gus scoffed as he looked at them with a low laugh.

“Right,” Leo said.

“We spoke to the pastor, who runs the local shelter, and he said that they can take Gus in for a couple of nights. We asked him about guardianship, too, but he can’t take it on with all his other duties. Is that something you’re willing to do?”

Leo stared at the leaflet in front of him. It had an image of a smiling teenager with perfect white teeth, shaking hands with a volunteer at the shelter. It couldn’t have been further from the reality of the interview room. He glanced at Gus, his pale skin dry and flaking on his jaw, sunken eyes devoid of hope.

Leo’s fingers tightened as he looked up at Simmons.

“Of course,” he said firmly, noting how Gus’s shoulders lowered at those words. “I can vouch for him. I’ll make sure he reports in and starts cleanin’ up the damage he’s done. What happened to the other kids?”

“They ran off, not a sign of ‘em, and this young man ain’t talkin’.”

Gus didn’t say a word. The deputy gave Leo some forms to sign, and after half an hour or so, they were on their way out of the department.

Gus was a silent shadow, and Leo checked his watch as he pulled out his cell. It wasn’t long until he needed to meet Zoe, but he had to make sure Gus was taken care of first.

He dialed Kyle’s number and the pastor answered on the second ring.

“Hey, Leo, did the sheriff call you?”

“Yeah. I’m with Gus now, they said you had somewhere he could stay for a couple of nights?”

“Yeah, but it’s temporary, I’m afraid. We got someone movin’ into the shelter in a few days.”

“That’s alright. I might have somewhere he can stay after that.”

Gus looked up hopefully, and once Kyle had given him the address, they both got in his truck and drove toward the shelter.

“You hurt?” Leo asked.

Gus shook his head.

“You high?”

Another shake of the head.

“Alright, well I don’t mind you givin’ them my name, but could you do me a favor?”

Gus looked over at him.

“Don’t run off tonight. Kyle Underwood is a good man, and he’s the pastor of this town. He’ll get a hot meal inside you, and you’ll have a comfortable bed for the night. Then, tomorrow, we can decide what needs to happen in the long term, okay? You ain’t on your own, kid.”

Gus laughed. “Sure,” he muttered.

“All I’m askin’ is you don’t run off. For one night. That fair?”

Gus shrugged, staring out of the window. He hadn’t said thank you, or even looked Leo in the eye, but at least he had trusted him enough to call him for help.

They arrived at the shelter about fifteen minutes later. It was on the edge of town on Margaret Road, and Leo could feel Gus’s apprehension as they pulled up. It was a non-descript building, beige with black windows out front and weeds all over the driveway.

Kyle came to meet them at the door, and Leo followed behind them as the pastor explained to Gus where the bathroom was and showed him into the main room.

Leo’s heart sank as he saw the accommodation. It was clean, but clinically bare. There were just a bunch of beds against the walls, the space between each one serving as the only privacy. There were side tables between each one, with drawers and free-standing heaters against the walls at intervals.

The windows were big, begging to be flung wide to the open air. Leo could imagine Gus leaping over the sill, running through the paths in the woods and disappearing into the mountains forever. But Leo had no choice but to trust him and to hope he’d stay put.

Gus clutched his backpack like a lifeline, and there was fear in his eyes.

“I’m gonna be here tomorrow, alright?” Leo said. “And we’ll talk. I’m not gonna force you to tell me anythin’ or do anythin’ you don’t wanna do, but I just want you to get some sleep and be here in the mornin’.”

Gus eyed him warily.

“I need words, Gus,” Leo insisted.

“Okay,” his voice was small and quiet.

“Is there gonna be any food for him?” Leo asked Kyle.

“Yeah, we got some sandwiches and he can have one of them, and some fruit.”

Gus made a face as Leo chuckled.

“There are showers and a bathroom here,” Leo said, “like at Sparrow. Get yourself clean, and I’ll bring some fresh clothes for you tomorrow.”

Gus didn’t say any more. He walked to the bed allocated to him and sat down, looking small, fragile, and very young. Leo glanced at Kyle.

“How did you get tied up with him?” Kyle asked.

“I was down at the bridge doin’ some care for the dogs. I guess I’m the only person he knows in this town—I’m surprised he didn’t call you.”

Kyle smiled. “The cops know I’ve got limited time. I’m glad he reached out to you, Leo. It’s a show of trust, I think.”

Leo nodded, giving one last glance at Gus before he headed back to his truck. Who knew what would happen when he came to see him the following day, but at least he had tried to help him.

He checked the time, eager to return to the ranch and focus on his night with Zoe, but Kyle’s words stuck with him as he drove away.

A show of trust…

Leo didn’t want to let Gus down, no matter what his future might hold.
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Leo called Zoe later that evening as she was trying to get the new blouse she had bought to hang straight.

“Hey,” she said, tweaking the buttons. “Would you be offended if I came along in a t-shirt because I hate what I’m wearing?”

His warm laugh echoed down the phone. “Wear whatever you want, you always look great.”

“Aw, you’re being charming now. Where did that come from?”

“I’m just tryin’ to impress you,” he said, and there was the sound of a door closing. “I’m gettin’ a ride into town, you okay to meet me at the restaurant? We can pretend we don’t know each other, it’ll be romantic.”

“Well, I suppose you don’t need to pick me up now, I can walk in by myself now.”

Leo scoffed. “You could walk in before.”

“Yeah, but not from my apartment.”

“You know you’re renting that place, right?”

“Shut up, I’ll see you later.”

She hung up to the sound of his laughter and couldn’t wipe the smile off her face as she swapped out her pants for a different pair and some leather boots.

She walked over to the kitchen counter where she’d placed a camera to watch Max while she was out. It was the first time she’d left him, and Leo had agreed they’d keep their meal short so they could both come back and check on him.

The long walk she’d taken him on seemed to have tired him out, and he wagged his tail feebly as she came over and gave him a long scratch on his belly.

“You be good, okay buddy? I’ll be back soon.”

She tried to ignore his miserable expression, but wasn’t able to mask the feeling of guilt as she closed and locked the door and headed out of the building into town.

It was a beautiful evening, the sunlight hadn’t yet faded over the brow of the mountains behind her, and the moon was high in the sky already.

She walked down the quiet road toward Jefferson Street. The restaurant was low-key and simple, a steak place that had been there for years and had been handed down through the generations, but her stomach was rolling with nerves when she reached the street.

Approaching the restaurant, she was about to head up the steps and inside, when from an alley on the left a shape lurched out of the darkness, making her let out a little cry of surprise as she stepped back.

There was no one else around on the street, and the restaurant light was bright behind his head. She couldn’t see his face, but she immediately recognized Mateo’s hulking shape as he stepped sideways into her path.

“Mateo!” she blurted out angrily. “You scared the hell out of me.”

“Sorry,” he said, but it didn’t sound all that sincere. Zoe blinked at him. He looked different, sharper and more alert than before; his eyes glittered under the light of the streetlamp, and he took a step forward. To her surprise, she didn’t feel afraid, more intrigued.

“I used to work there,” he muttered, his eyes shifting to the left, as if looking for someone.

“What? Where?” she asked stupidly.

“At Sapphire Foundation, before it was Orchard Grove. I worked there.”

He nodded, taking another step toward her, his lips working as he tugged roughly at his coat, as if it were a suit jacket and he was straightening the lapels.

“Keep investigating it,” he said firmly.

The cadence of his voice was completely different; he sounded urgent, crisp, and alert. The rambling, shuffling man was gone, and his dark eyes were sharp as he turned toward the streetlight.

“You are investigating it, right?” he said.

“Was it you who left those files for me?” Zoe asked.

He frowned. “What files?”

“Someone left a load of deeds in my car, buildings that Linmans have bought over the years—places they own.”

Mateo stilled. “That wasn’t me. Maybe someone else is trying to get dirt on them, too.”

She shrugged. “Or they’re setting me up.”

His eyes darkened again, and he nodded. “You’re right to be cautious. But keep going.”

Zoe glanced behind him at the restaurant, wanting to move around him and escape, but aware of the tug in her gut that suggested this was important.

“There are secrets they’ve been hiding for years,” Mateo continued. “Linmans is rotten to the core. You just have to know where to look. Start with Rick Fisher, he found it all out before, but they got to him before they could publish the story.”

She opened her mouth to ask him what the hell he was talking about, but Mateo’s eyes suddenly widened, looking over her shoulder, and he sank back into the shadows.

Zoe turned, alarmed, but when she looked behind her, there was nothing there, just the flowers on the streetlight bobbing in the gentle breeze.

When she turned back, Mateo was gone. The alley morphed into darkness ahead of her, and she was half tempted to follow him to ask him questions, but as she considered it, she looked up at the restaurant and saw Leo through the window.

She couldn’t help the smile that spread over her face. He looked handsome in a dark shirt, more formal than she had seen him in up until that night, and he was rubbing his hands on his thighs and adjusting everything on the table nervously.

Gathering herself, she took a deep breath, shaking off the disquiet she had felt with Mateo. If a homeless man who had nothing to lose was that afraid, did she really want to dive into that world again?

The papers from the library lay in a box in her house, ready to be analyzed. She knew she should probably ignore what he had said and choose an easy life—a new apartment, a steady job, and a potential new boyfriend.

But Zoe Fontaine had never been very good at dropping a story when it fell into her lap.

She headed toward the restaurant, the worry fading, nerves bubbling pleasantly inside her as she reached her destination and opened the door.

Leo looked up as a broad grin spread over his face, and he rose as she walked over to him.

Right now, she was going to enjoy their date. But after it was over, she had some questions for Rick—and this time she would get to the truth.
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Thank you so much for reading SCARS IN THE VALLEY and joining me for another adventure in Sapphire Valley! It’s a privilege to have you here, unraveling secrets and solving cases alongside these characters, and I hope this book gave you that “just one more page” feeling we all chase.

If you’d like to keep the momentum going, I’d love to invite you to join my MYSTERY LOVERS CLUB on Facebook. The group has been growing quickly with readers who love layered mysteries, and it’s turning into a lively hub for sharing theories, talking about the adventures we’re wrapped up in, and connecting with others who love the thrill of a good mystery. If you’re ready to dive deeper and be part of the journey, come join us. We’d love to have you there!

I always aim to create the best reading experience possible for you, and if your time in Sapphire Valley already has you hooked, I’d truly love to hear about it. Reviews play such a big role in helping this new series find its footing, allowing other readers to discover Zoe and Leo’s world while giving me a window into what you connected with most (and what you’d like to see more of in future books). Your feedback not only brightens my day but helps shape the stories to come. So if you have a moment, it would mean the world to me if you could leave a review. Every word makes a difference!

The next chapter in Zoe’s journey, LAST SEEN IN THE VALLEY, sees someone close to her vanishing without warning, leaving behind only a trail of cryptic clues and a ransacked hotel room in Charleston. Blood on the floor, whispers of Linmans pulling strings behind the scenes, and a storm of secrets threaten to drag Zoe back into a world she promised herself she was done with.

I can’t wait to share more of Sapphire Valley and these characters with you in the next book. It’s coming your way very soon!

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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