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Another Girl Lost

“A masterpiece of the suspense/thriller genre, Another Girl Lost by experienced and talented novelist Mary Burton is a simply riveting read from cover to cover. Original, compelling, expertly crafted, and highly recommended.”

—Midwest Book Review

The Lies I Told

“Burton’s intriguing suspense novel puts readers in a quandary of interpreting reality from illusion.”

—Bookreporter

Don’t Look Now

“With plenty of possible suspects, Burton’s latest will appeal to readers who want light romance and heavy suspense.”

—Library Journal

Burn You Twice

“Burton does a good job balancing gentle romance with high-tension suspense.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Scorching action. The twists and turns keep the reader on the edge of their seat, as they will not want to put the novel down.”

—Crimespree Magazine

Hide and Seek

“Burton delivers an irresistible, tension-filled plot with plenty of twists . . . Lovers of romantic thrillers won’t be disappointed.”

—Publishers Weekly

Cut and Run

“Burton can always be counted on for her smart heroines and tightly woven plots.”

—For the Love of Books

“Must-read romantic suspense . . . Burton is a bona fide suspense superstar. And her books may be peppered with enough twists and turns to give you whiplash, but the simmering romance she builds makes for such a compelling, well-rounded story.”

—USA Today’s Happy Ever After

The Shark

“This romantic thriller is tense, sexy, and pleasingly complex.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Precise storytelling complete with strong conflict and heightened tension are the highlights of Burton’s latest. With a tough, vulnerable heroine in Riley at the story’s center, Burton’s novel is a well-crafted, suspenseful mystery with a ruthless villain who would put any reader on edge. A thrilling read.”

—RT Book Reviews (4 stars)

Before She Dies

“Will have readers sleeping with the lights on.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

Merciless

“Burton keeps getting better!”

—RT Book Reviews

You’re Not Safe

“Burton once again demonstrates her romantic suspense chops with this taut novel. Burton plays cat and mouse with the reader through a tight plot, with credible suspects and romantic spice keeping it real.”

—Publishers Weekly

Be Afraid

“Mary Burton [is] the modern-day queen of romantic suspense.”

—Bookreporter
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I used to believe . . .

Cheaters don’t win.

Honesty is the best policy.

Karma is real.

But here’s the truth.

Cheaters win all the time.

Lying works.

And karma?

It doesn’t care.

Unless you get caught.


Prologue

Wednesday, October 14, 2026, midnight

I knew better. Don’t get greedy. Don’t go back. But I did both. And now? It would cost me everything.

This truth clawed at me as I sprinted barefoot down the narrow path cutting through the woods, away from Hale House, toward the caretaker’s cottage. Branches whipped and scratched my arms.

My head reeled. I stumbled, caught myself, but my recovery was clumsy, desperate.

The deeper I pushed, the colder it grew. The air thickened. Roots chewed at my feet. Rocks sliced. Cramps seized my belly as my chest locked tight, and labored breaths strained the muscles banding my rib cage.

The ground dipped toward the creek. Mud sucked at my toes, cold, soft, greedy, as another violent spasm racked my body. I doubled over as sweat pooled in my mouth.

Silence fell. Stillness settled. An owl hooted, mournful.

My gaze lifted to the opposite bank. If I could cross here, the caretaker’s cottage was less than a mile. I’d find help and safety there.

Halfway across, the mud snagged my foot and dragged me down. I pitched forward, palms and knees sinking deep. Panic shredded what strength I had left.

Deep breaths battled more pain.

After years of terrible chances, I’d never thought about dying. But now I did. Death was close, prowling the shadows. And when I looked up, I saw its face watching with a cruel curiosity.

“Go away,” I rasped.

Death didn’t move. Still and silent. Waiting.

Mud clung like shackles as I wrenched my foot from the mire. I struggled. But the sludge gripped tighter. Finally, I jerked free, but the fight cost me any remaining reserves.

I staggered on, my heart battering my chest. The moon beamed its miserly light, fighting vainly against the blackened skies.

Mere feet separated me from the other side. Not much longer. But my limbs were heavy. I gasped. More tremors twisted my body. I vomited the tea and cookies I’d consumed less than an hour earlier.

I reached for a second breath, but there was nothing to grab. My heart faltered. Vision dimmed. My head spun. I fell forward, landing on the bank.

A flashlight grazed the trees. Had I been saved and, by some miracle, found?

Footsteps approached, slow and steady. Watching, observing me, calculating. It wasn’t a savior. Terror spiked sharp.

Death had found me.

I rolled on my back. I’d fought for everything since I was a kid. I wasn’t afraid of a good scrape—but I couldn’t fight this.

The hooded figure leaned close. The flashlight blinded me. A boot kicked my leg. Testing.

I was alive. Barely. And then . . .

A rag pressed against my nose. No more air. No more chances. Darkness swallowed me whole.


Chapter One

Maria

Friday, October 16, 2026, 7:00 p.m. 

Crozet, Virginia

The wine was smooth. I hadn’t expected it to taste so good.

I smiled across the table at my husband, Gabe. He grinned back, winking as if he knew exactly what I was thinking. He didn’t. He never did. But that was his default—flash a grin, toss a wink, pretend the world still adored him like it had in high school.

And despite years of disappointments and struggle, the old spark still tugged at me.

Gabe was a beautiful man. Tall, tanned, an electric smile, the lines carved around his eyes adding to his appeal. Maybe he carried a few extra pounds, but he looked just as good in a pressed suit as in jeans and a sweaty T-shirt.

I hated him. But I loved him, too. Two sides of the same coin.

He’d ruined us. Over and over. He’d made terrible choices. Always swearing he’d do better. “I didn’t mean to. It’ll be okay this time.”

But he was always screwing up.

Most days life kept me too busy to notice. An active five-year-old daughter, fifty hours a week at the hospital, bills stacked high, and Gabe’s struggling landscaping business.

But when it was quiet, like tonight, anger burned. Hot and bitter.

We’d first met in middle school. His mother had taken a job with my aunt and uncle to manage Hale House, one of the oldest houses in Virginia. As a child I’d spent many hours in Hale House playing with my cousin Raine. It was just the two of us until suddenly there was Gabe.

Raine and I would watch Gabe cut the estate’s massive lawns. Once he was finished, his sweat-drenched shirt would cling to his chest. We’d offer him lemonade. Silly girls charming a good-looking boy. I’d thought he’d choose Raine because everyone else did. But he’d picked me.

In those days, Gabe and I could talk for hours. I’d seen only his strengths. No weaknesses. And the sex. Amazing.

But as they say, first comes familiarity . . .

And then contempt.

I sipped my wine, savoring the oaky flavors. “How did it go at work today?”

“Great. We might have two new contracts.”

“Really, who?” I caught his gaze.

“An office park and a clinic. If they come through, it’ll solve a lot of the money problems.”

Money. Always money. His ideas never matched his execution.

“Explains why you were out late last night,” I said.

I’d once accepted his faults. Part of the package, you know? Take the good with the bad. But the late nights had stacked up. And then Molly had mentioned Daddy’s friend. After that, I’d checked his phone while he was in the shower. He’d changed his passcode. And I’d realized he was lying.

“Work, baby.” He grinned. “The new clients wanted to meet after hours. You’d think it was a billion-dollar contract versus twenty grand.”

“Drink your wine.” My voice was soft. “You bought it special for us.”

“You’re my girl.”

“We have a lot to celebrate. You’re working. Molly is healthy. The world is turning in our favor.”

He sipped his wine. He didn’t love it. But he wanted to keep the peace tonight.

I watched him. Remembered the AirTag I’d planted in his car. Remembered sitting in the dark parking lot, waiting. Remembered the blond in the silk slip, kissing him in the doorway of her town house. His hands on her body.

I knew her. She knew me.

Oddly, I wasn’t angry or disappointed. I’d expected too much of Gabe.

He’d always been a player. What irritated me was that I’d stood by him. Eighteen months in prison for an assault conviction. Through debt. Through business failures. But the blond?

I took one last sip of wine. Slowly, I rose and carried my glass and plate to the sink. I wasn’t sure if the house was too hot, or if I was furious. My hand trembled as I set the goblet down on the counter.

“When will you know about the job?” I asked.

“A day or two.” He sounded cheerful. Optimistic.

He came up behind me, arms encircling my waist, his breath warm against my skin. “We need a vacation. Mom can watch Molly, and we can go to the beach for a few days. You love the ocean.”

Offers like this weren’t real. I used to believe they were. But Gabe had terrible follow-through. Promises made, but not exactly kept.

“You don’t mean that,” I said.

“Of course I do.” He kissed me on the cheek, his lips curling into another smile. Despite my frustration, I leaned into him. Loving him was stupid. But I hadn’t always made good choices.

I pulled out of his embrace and walked back to the dining table to gather the pasta bowl. My mouth was sweating. “You make it sound simple.”

“It is easy, babe.”

I faced him. “Gabe, I went to the bank. You withdrew our entire savings account two days ago.”

His grin faltered. “Babe.” He held out his hands, pleading. “I had supplies to buy. I’ll put the money back.”

“When?”

“As soon as I get these contracts signed. We’ll be flush with cash soon.”

I couldn’t look at him. “You said that last year.”

“Look, the economy has been soft. It’s picking up.”

“You should’ve talked to me about the money first.”

“I know. I’m sorry.”

My vision blurred as I faced him. “Are you sorry? Does Amy know you took the cash?”

“Amy?” The smile tightened. “What’re you talking about?”

“From high school. She now lives in Waynesboro. Works for a real estate agent you’ve been trying to hook up with.” I set the bowl down hard on the counter.

His grin faded. “I don’t know what you think is true.”

“You changed the passcode on your phone. A few weeks ago, you passed out. I held the phone up to your face, and it opened.”

His mask slipped. “What does that mean?”

My stomach tumbled. My chest squeezed. I recited, “‘Babe, you’re so hot. I can barely think when I see you.’”

“That’s not what you think it is.” His voice had dropped a notch, stripping away all traces of easy humor.

When had we become a cliché? “What do they mean, Gabe?”

“We were just joking around.”

My neck stiffened, and my mouth dried. I reached for a clean glass and turned on the tap. Concentrating, I angled the tumbler under the spigot. Water filled it. My vision blurred.

Sweat pooled between my shoulder blades. My heart rate doubled. Water flooded over the glass’s lip. I swayed.

What the hell? What was wrong with me? This made no sense.

I leaned against the counter to support my wobbly legs. My chest stiffened. I couldn’t pull in a full breath. I stumbled sideways, knocking the pasta bowl to the floor. It shattered, spraying shards and noodles.

Gabe’s eyes narrowed. “What’s going on with you?”

My throat constricted. “Nothing.”

He reached past me and shut off the water.

I wanted to lean into him. I wanted us to be who we’d been. But that couple was so far gone. I didn’t know where to find them or if I wanted to. I had been naive. So sure that if I went along with what the world gave me, it would one day treat me fairly.

My knees buckled, and I fell forward, hitting my head on the counter as I dropped to the floor. My eyes rolled back in my head.

Strong arms grabbed me and rotated me onto my back. Gabe’s face hovered above mine, pale and frantic. “Maria! What’s happening?”

I was in real trouble. “Help.”


Chapter Two

Raine

Saturday, October 17, 2026, 1:00 a.m. 

Hale House 

Crozet, Virginia

My brain didn’t register the buzzing phone right away.

Wine soaked and sleep heavy, I convinced myself it wasn’t real. I burrowed deeper under the covers.

But the shrill noise kept coming—relentless, echoing through the room until I slapped the nightstand and fumbled for my cell.

“Hello?” My voice cracked. I cleared my throat. “Hello.”

“Raine Hale?” Her tones were clipped.

“Yes.”

“I’m Dr. Webber at the University of Virginia Medical Center. You are the emergency contact for Maria Hale Cooper Durant, correct?”

I blinked and sat up. Years ago, I’d been Maria’s legal surrogate. She’d signed a will, an advanced medical directive, and a custody agreement for her daughter. But that was before the last argument. We hadn’t spoken in over a year. And then months ago, she’d filed a lawsuit claiming she was owed a portion of the Hale House estate. “Why?”

“Maria Durant collapsed several hours ago. She was transported to our critical care unit,” Dr. Webber said. “She’s suffered a heart attack.”

“That doesn’t make sense. She’s thirty-four.” Last I saw her, she was a runner. Healthy. Active.

“She’s in grave condition.”

I didn’t recognize the lemons and green vines on the faded wallpaper around me. All I could say was that I wasn’t in the Alexandria home I shared with my husband. Several seconds passed before the fragments fell into place. I’d taken leave from my public defender job, returned alone to Hale House—my family’s crumbling estate—and was on the brink of divorce.

Lemons. Green vines. I was in a spare bedroom in Hale House because the other rooms were too charged with memories. “That doesn’t make sense.”

“Will you come to the hospital?” Dr. Webber’s impatience crackled.

“Where is her husband?”

“I don’t know.”

I swung my legs over the side of the bed. Bare feet touched a cold floor. “But why isn’t he there?”

“I don’t know. He’s not answering his phone. And you’re her contact, so I’m notifying you.”

“Okay. I’ll come to the hospital.”

“When?”

“I’ll be there in an hour and a half.” I needed to shower, wash off the wine, and drink coffee. Then I’d be on the road. It was a thirty-minute drive from Crozet to Charlottesville. “How bad is ‘grave’?”

“Bad. I wouldn’t take longer than an hour.”

“I’m on my way.”

“When you arrive, ask the information desk to direct you to the ICU.”

“Okay.”

I hung up and stumbled across wood to a carpeted floor to the bathroom tile. I turned on the tap. As the old water heater struggled to send hot water to the second floor, I grabbed clean underwear, jeans, and a shirt.

The water hit my skin. Lukewarm. Not hot enough to be soothing. But cold enough to chase off the mental haze. I washed my hair and body and shut off the tap. Cold and dripping, I toweled off.

Hair combed and dressed in jeans and a bright green sweatshirt, I slipped on ankle boots. Across the second-floor landing, I descended the center staircase, avoiding the third step from the top, which creaked and groaned.

Portraits of long-dead relatives stared at me. Normally, their judgment weighed heavily, but tonight I didn’t meet their gazes.

In the kitchen, I flipped on a light, flinched at the avocado-green walls and matching appliances. My grandmother’s pride. Her “modern” addition from the 1970s. She’d sworn it was cutting edge and would always be in style.

I found coffee in the cabinet, said a small prayer of thanks to whomever had left it, and set up the old machine. It gurgled. I poured the coffee into my travel mug, gulped several hot swallows. Ugh. If I hated anything, it was cheap coffee.

The clock on the stove read 1:42 a.m.

The last time I’d been awake at this hour, I’d woken up in a hospital bed. Three weeks ago, one of my public defender clients had lost it and beaten me—to a pulp, as an officer had said.

I shoved the memory back, grabbed my purse and coat.

The central hallway stretched ahead—adorned with river landscapes and more scowling ancestors. Fading federalist-blue wallpaper balanced hand-hewn wainscoting. Centuries of patina enhanced wide oak floorboards. A bullnose banister trailed along a tall staircase.

Out the front door, cold air hit me. I wiggled an old key in the lock until the dead bolt struggled into place.

The tongue-and-groove porch boards were soft, rotted, waiting for someone careless. The gray paint was chipped and faded. Brown leaves curled in the corners.

Hale House was in the heart of Albemarle County in Virginia’s Piedmont region. Set among rolling fields and pastureland, the estate had a breathtaking view of the southwest mountains.

Beautiful. Isolating. And suffocating.

The original structure had been a log cabin designed as a hunting lodge in the mid-1700s. As Eastern Virginia expanded west and this area grew more settled, the original owner, Rupert Hale, expanded the dwelling as his landholdings grew. The bricks were cast from locally dug and cured clay, and a glassmaker in Richmond fashioned the handblown windows. The main house was four thousand square feet, but the unattached dependencies brought the total livable footage to over ten thousand.

I hurried down the ten steps. My SUV waited at the top of the circular driveway. The air was ripe with rain as I crossed damp gravel and got into my car. I pressed the warm mug to my pounding temple, dug a bottle of aspirin from my purse, and chased three pills with the dregs from yesterday’s water bottle.

A few deep breaths. I fired the engine.

As the car swung around, headlights swiped over centuries-old American sycamore trees lining the half-mile-long driveway. Maria and I had played in those trees when we were kids. Once we’d taken the gardener’s ladder and rested it against a four-foot-thick trunk and climbed up to the first branch. And then I’d lost my balance, fallen, and broken my arm.

When I reached the twin brick pillars at the road, I turned east. The roads were quiet, empty. I was glad. Adrenaline, a cool shower, and a little bad coffee had chased away most of the sleep. My reflexes fought to come back online.

Life always had a twist up its sleeve. The last had been my decision to return to Hale House. Not willingly, mind you. But how or why didn’t matter.

Back was back.


Chapter Three

Raine

Saturday, October 17, 2026, 2:15 a.m. 

Charlottesville, Virginia

Wipers swished away thick rain droplets heavy with the fall chill. A quarter moon dripped light over wet, Halloween-bright oranges, browns, and yellows. Puddles gathered and grew deeper on the shoulders.

Fall was my least favorite time of year. The days grew too short too fast. The air turned too cold. It was a time of endings and regrets.

I took the second Charlottesville exit and merged into light local traffic. My GPS directed me toward the hospital, but I knew the way. I’d been to the medical center too many times.

It took another fifteen minutes before I turned right on Lee Street and then into the parking deck. The low ceilings contracted the space above me, tempting me to duck even though that wasn’t necessary. I drove past car after car, wove around several sharp turns, and found a spot on the fourth level.

Purse and coat in hand, I climbed out of the car, locked the door, checked the handle. Twice. Paranoia, I now said, wasn’t a quirk if danger was real and present.

The tight space and the rain dripping outside intensified the shadowed corners. A car door opened and closed. I hurried to the elevator and pressed the button.

The doors opened, and I stepped inside. As they closed, a hand reached in and reopened them. A tall man with dark hair entered the elevator. Black T-shirt stretched over thick, wide shoulders. He looked me over and selected the first floor. I nodded, gripped my purse a little tighter, and pressed the third-floor button. The doors closed.

I’d defended people who looked like this one. I’d always preached to judge and jury that you couldn’t judge a book by its cover. But in the animal kingdom, smaller creatures avoided big predators. No self-respecting rabbit trotted into a metal box with a wolf.

The doors opened at the main lobby, and two more people, looking as disheveled as I felt, stepped onto the car. No one came to the hospital in the middle of the night for a casual visit. We were all dealing with crises.

At the third floor, I hurried to the nurses’ station and caught the attention of a young woman in scrubs sitting behind a computer.

“I’m here for Maria Cooper Durant. She’s my cousin. Dr. Webber told me she’s in the ICU.” I showed her my identification. “How is she?”

The nurse reviewed my driver’s license. “She’s on a ventilator. I’ll page Dr. Webber.”

Most nurses in critical care units were calm, accustomed to crisis—hard to read. But this nurse appeared nervous. She didn’t look fresh out of nursing school, so not her first time at the show. She must’ve known Maria’s condition.

“Can I see her?” I asked.

“Agent Blackwood wants all visitors cleared with him.”

“Blackwood? Judson Blackwood?”

“Yes.”

Agent Judson Blackwood and I had dated in our senior year of high school. We’d been part of a little group: Maria, Gabe, Ken, Judson, and me. We were a merry band for a long summer and short fall and winter. Despite life and its issues, we’d found a way to be happy.

Judson and I were together nearly ten months, and I remembered him more vividly than I probably should have. He’d played football on a scholarship at James Madison University, but an injury at the end of his junior year had ended hopes of the NFL. He’d joined the Virginia State Police after graduation. I hadn’t thought about him regularly for the last seventeen years. But whenever his name crossed my mind, the sadness wasn’t far behind.

“Where’s Agent Blackwood?” I asked.

“He’s still talking to Dr. Webber in the hospital lab.”

“Lab. What happened to my cousin? Dr. Webber said a heart attack.”

“I’ll let the doctor and agent explain.”

The wall clock put the time close to two forty-five a.m. Gabe’s mom, Edith, must’ve been caring for his and Maria’s daughter, Molly. I searched for Edith’s number on my phone.

“Raine.” Judson Blackwood’s deep voice echoed behind me. He was standing a few feet away. Brown eyes caught my gaze.

Tall, lean with broad shoulders, the football player’s body had filled out with more muscle, but he still had the high school athlete’s edge. Thick patches of gray peppered his hair. He wore jeans, a flannel shirt, boots. Strapped to a thick leather belt was a gun holster. The knuckles on his right hand were scraped. He moved as if he owned the space he occupied.

“Judson.” I slipped the phone in my pocket. “What’s going on here?”

After several nurses and orderlies had passed, he took my arm and escorted me to the waiting area, filled with old magazines, puzzles, and televised health tips.

He towered over me but didn’t dip his head toward me as he once had. “Gabe Durant called 9-1-1 at approximately eight p.m. He reported his wife had passed out and wasn’t breathing. He attempted CPR, which kept her alive until the paramedics got there. When Maria Durant arrived here, Dr. Webber determined she’d suffered a cardiac arrest. If Dr. Webber hadn’t been in the emergency room, there’s a good chance Maria would’ve died.”

His tone was clinical.

But the way he looked at me?

That felt like an accusation.


I used to believe . . .

Good planning leads to success.

But here’s the truth.

There’s always a variable.

One stray thread, one mistake . . .

can ruin everything.

That’s why you need a plan B.

Sometimes a plan C, too.


Chapter Four

Raine

Saturday, October 17, 2026, 2:45 a.m.

Judson’s account was precise. Professional. No emotion. No drama. And I clung to the direct facts like a raft. Because if he blinked wrong—looked at me sideways—I’d have crumbled.

“How?” My voice was tighter than intended. “She’s in her thirties. She’s healthy.”

“The doctor ran additional blood tests, including several toxicology screens.”

“Tox screens. Drugs?” I hadn’t seen Maria in years, but she never drank much. Never used. “She’s a health nut.”

“Two things can be true at once,” he said, exhaling. “People can hide intimate secrets from everyone.”

“This is Maria we’re talking about.”

His brow furrowed, brown eyes sharpening. “Everyone lies, Raine.”

“Since when do the state police care about an overdose?”

“Sheriff Puckett called me.” A pause. “The Hale name gets attention. And she and Gabe are my friends.”

The careful comment partly appeased my fury. Judson’s steady temperament could do that. “I know. I’m sorry. Can I see Maria?”

“Sure,” he said carefully. “She’s in the ICU.”

“Okay.” ICU meant tubes. Pale skin. Blue veins. The beep of endless monitors—a place where people went to die.

I followed him through double doors. Beyond them: six glass-encased rooms. Two nurses sat behind a desk, eyes flickering between screens, watching glowing lines and dipping numbers.

Judson leaned in, talked to a nurse. She nodded, like they’d already spoken.

I introduced myself.

Then I followed Judson to Room #3.

I braced. My last time here, I’d been fifteen. Brain dead was what the doctor had said about my father. He had suffered a heart attack, swerved off the road, and slammed into a tree. He died four hours after I’d arrived. On quiet nights, my mother’s loud screams still haunted me.

Judson stood close. Silent and waiting.

I moved around the curtain. Maria lay still. Her face was pale. A respirator in her mouth. IVs ran from muscled arms already withering.

In April, Gabe had FaceTimed me with Molly on her fifth birthday.

“Sorry, Raine,” Gabe said. “Maria is at work.”

“On Molly’s birthday?” I asked.

He shrugged. “Hard to say no to the money.”

Code: She was still pissed because I’d denied her the last loan.

Molly wore her soccer jersey. “I made a goal!”

Gabe grinned. “She sure did.”

“Are you doing okay?” I asked.

Gabe hugged Molly close. “We’re great.”

I’d been a public defender for seven years. I’d learned to spot lies and false promises. “Love to you all.”

I squeezed Maria’s icy hand. “What’s going on here, Judson?”

“The doctor is running tests. CT scans, MRI, blood work.”

Maria’s body remained still, her face slack under the ventilator mask and tubes. “What’re they testing for?”

“Fentanyl. Heroin. Cocaine. Barbiturates.”

The most common overdose offenders. I’d never known Maria to have a substance abuse problem, but that was before we’d lost touch. “And in the meantime?”

“She stays here.”

Remembering that the unconscious could sometimes hear, I met Judson’s gaze and nodded to the door. “I’ll be back, Maria.”

In the hallway, Judson folded muscled arms over his chest. We hadn’t been this physically close in seventeen years. But forgotten lures pulled. Once his casual touch had made my heartbeat accelerate.

His stoic expression gave no sign he remembered us.

“I’m calling her mother-in-law,” I said. “Gabe needs to be here.”

“He does.”

I dialed Edith’s number. My call went to voicemail. It was late. But this was an emergency.

“Gabe told the responding officer he was taking his daughter to his mother’s house.” Judson checked his watch. “A deputy followed him. Knowing Gabe, I should’ve swung by and picked him up.”

Was that why Edith hadn’t answered? “Do you think Gabe’s a threat?” I asked.

“I’m assuming he’s not thinking clearly,” Judson said. “And scared animals can be rash and dangerous.”

I’d become too familiar with my job in the public defender’s office, and I’d forgotten that critical lesson. And it had almost gotten me killed.


Chapter Five

Raine

Saturday, October 17, 2026, 3:00 a.m.

“Are you at Hale House alone?” Judson asked. “Did Ken come with you?”

“Ken and I are getting a divorce.” Easier to say the words now. No hitches. No embarrassment.

Judson searched my face. Looking for grief or pain? Good luck. I was all out. “When did you move back to town?”

“Last night. Grabbed a few supplies.”

“How is it?”

Mostly drinking wine. Avoiding darkened corners and ghosts. “It’s fine.”

Brown eyes narrowed. But he didn’t press. “Right.”

The odd, awkward silence begged for an explanation. Last he’d heard, Ken and I were happily ever after.

Instead, I called Edith’s number again. Still no answer. “Gabe is at his mother’s house?”

“Supposed to be.” He called the officer on duty and asked the same question. As he listened, his frown deepened. He ended the call. “Gabe just left Edith’s house. The officer is following him here.”

“And Molly?”

“With her grandmother.”

Gabe’s lack of urgency wasn’t just suspicious. It was unacceptable. He should be here. Dealing with doctors. Holding his wife’s hand. Answering Judson’s questions.

Frustration tightened Judson’s jaw. Gabe was testing the bounds of his patience. “I’ll let you know when Gabe arrives.”

“Think Gabe had anything to do with this?” Police often investigated the victim’s spouse or romantic partner.

“It’s no secret Gabe’s business has financial problems. He owes half the town for supplies or wages.”

“So, he poisoned his wife?”

“I don’t know anything for sure.”

But he had theories. “Why poison Maria? She’s not a wealthy woman. She’s a nurse.”

“She’s also a Hale. And the Hale land is worth a fortune.”

“The Hale lands are in a trust. I’m the sole beneficiary.” Maria’s lawsuit contested the ironclad setup, and even in the event of her death, Gabe could uphold the suit on Molly’s behalf.

“If you die—who gets the property?”

The conversation was morbid. But criminal cases didn’t care about indelicate issues. “Once my divorce is final and Ken has no claim on my assets, it would go to Molly.”

“Not Maria?”

“We haven’t spoken in over a year.”

“Why?”

“Money. She wanted another loan.” Hales didn’t typically air family problems. “I’ve made her several large loans. When I asked for an accounting of the monies, she refused. Now she’s suing the estate.”

He scrutinized me, a troubled expression on his face. “How much is the Hale land worth?” he asked.

Located in wine country, close to Charlottesville, Richmond, and the Washington, DC, areas—it was a prime location. “Hundreds of millions of dollars if I sold it all.”

“Do you have plans to do that?”

I grimaced. “Ken’s asked me that several times.”

Judson frowned at the association with Ken. “And?”

“I don’t know. I need to determine what it’ll cost to save the property.”

It was a renovation expert’s dream. Hale House was a developer’s clubhouse waiting to happen.

“How much to fix it?” he asked.

“A fortune. The 1970s add-on kitchen and electrical rewiring cost over a hundred grand. That’s millions in today’s dollars.”

“Hell of a commitment.”

The lawyers were advising I sell. “It is.”

Seventeen years ago, I’d walked away from the rolling green hills soaked with Hale blood and a legacy spanning generations. The Alexandria town house I’d shared with Ken was a study in modern lines, glass windows, ten-foot ceilings. No history. No stories. No roots.

But when my life crumbled, I realized roots and history mattered. So I was back, wondering how much blood and sacrifice I was willing to give to Hale House.

“How much is Maria suing you for?” he asked.

“She wants half. My lawyer thinks she’s angling for a payout, and if I pay her off, she’ll drop the suit. She’s forgotten I made her daughter my heir.”

“Why did you make Molly your beneficiary?”

“She and I are the last Hales.” Blood mattered to my family.

“Over a decade before she’s of age,” he said. “Whoever has custody of the child controls the estate.”

“Yes.”

Ken had talked about having children, but I’d always found a reason to delay. A good thing, in the end. So many generations of Hales on this land, and that revered legacy rested on my shoulders and those of one little girl.

Anger leaked out. “Gabe loves his wife. He’d never take Molly’s mother away.”

“Better to think this way now, so we can clear Gabe as a suspect. I’ve always liked the guy. When I moved back to town, he was great. Showed me around, helped me find a house. Maria and Gabe had me over for dinner. I hate all this.”

“When did you get back?” I asked. “I thought you were stationed in Richmond.”

When Maria and I were still talking, she’d told me Judson had moved to the capital city to work in the Virginia State Police headquarters. He’d tackled the leadership of a gang task force and spent many months undercover. That kind of work had a high burnout rate, so it wasn’t a surprise he’d shifted directions, moved back here, and transferred to the Division Six based in Salem.

“A year ago.” He studied me. “Thought you’d never come back.”

“Life changes.”

“I heard something about an assault.”

I resisted the urge to touch my neck, still sensitive to the touch. “Three weeks ago, a client attacked me.”

We’d been in the courthouse interview room when Pete Miller, a mid-thirties electrician with large, muscled arms, launched himself over the table. In the seconds before the cops pulled him off, he’d left me with cracked ribs, a crushed windpipe, and a bruised cheekbone. “I took it as a sign to refocus.”

Judson waited. When I didn’t elaborate, he asked, “Where’s this former client?”

“Jail. No bail. The prosecutors are now chasing maximum prison time.”

“Where was Ken during all this?”

“Surprisingly kind and helpful.” Ken had tried to tighten the fraying tethers between us. “But now I’m here and ready to move forward.”

“Near death. Divorce. Resurrecting a crumbling house. You make it sound easy.”

Easy? Easy is the hardest kind of work. “Hales can keep up appearances.”

“Good to have you back.” His smile didn’t jibe with his hardening eyes.

“Thanks.”

Logically, I understood that our high school relationship was truly over. But my best days had been spent with him.

“Let me know when Gabe arrives,” I said. “I want to talk to him.”

“So do I.”


Chapter Six

Raine

Saturday, October 17, 2026, 6:00 a.m.

I curled into a ball on the waiting room couch. The sharp armrests angled my neck in a painful way. My ribs still ached. But wine—still swirling in my system—dragged me under.

My brain drifted back to Hale House seventeen years ago.

Dad was dead. A stroke had left my mother with a fear of darkness and an aversion to noise or bright lights. The once-lively house had turned cold and silent. Like a tomb.

Mom needed full-time care. And that meant strangers were constantly coming and going during the day.

At night, Mom got really confused. And she couldn’t stand being around anyone but me.

I’d lie in my bed and listen to her footsteps as she paced her room. I eventually asked the afternoon caregiver to sedate her more. That helped a little. But the footsteps never stopped. I needed more help because school was starting, and I had to be out of the house during the day.

My first day in public school was a disaster.

I was late. Mom’s caregiver hadn’t shown up. I’d given Mom her morning meds, knowing they would knock her out until the midday shift arrived. When she’d fallen into a deep sleep, I’d thrown the exterior latch on her door and left.

When I walked into my first period class, the morning bell was ringing. I searched for a seat. The teacher reminded me of timeliness.

I could’ve gone for public school casual, but I opted for vintage distressed jeans, a Coachella T-shirt, and Tory Burch flats. A cheeky, “entitled bitch” vibe that was the norm in the private schools I’d always attended.

I welcomed the stares. Better hated than pitied.

My lunch was at eleven a.m. Too early for Maria, who had a different schedule. No one was waiting to welcome me. And the girls looking my way weren’t smiling.

I grabbed a banana and a soda from the cafeteria line. Most of the shaded sidewalk spaces skimming the outside wall along “the Pit” were taken. No one moved to make room.

That’s where I first saw her. Amy. Sitting alone in the last sliver of shade. Back against the wall. Eating a PB and J, her backpack blocking the space beside her.

She looked up and moved her backpack, and I took the sunny edge beside her. I peeled my banana—grateful to have something to do.

“Times must be tough,” Amy said.

Words. Directed at me. Imagine.

“You aren’t welcome, either?” I asked.

“Nope.”

She wore jeans so worn the right knee had ripped open. Her black graphic tee, washed too many times, read The Joker. Mousy brown hair hung limp around her face. Her right ear displayed four studs and a hoop. Cheap beaded bracelets ringed thin wrists.

She pulled a crumpled pack of cigarettes from her pocket. “You’re trying to piss everyone off, aren’t you?”

I sighed. “I am.”

“It doesn’t take much.”

“Swarming sharks.”

She lit her cigarette. “Why are you here? You’ve got money.”

“Figured I could use the change,” I quipped.

Smoke drifted from the glowing tip. “Right. And I live in a mansion when I get tired of the trailer.”

“Two peas in a pod.”

A smile curled her lips. “Doubtful.”

Despite our differences, I liked her. She looked enough like me, so Mom would probably accept her more easily. “Are you looking for a job?”

“Doing what?”

“Looking after my mother. Weekends. Nights.”

“Why?”

“She had a stroke. She’s still often confused. Sometimes she wanders.”

“Where does she go?”

“Family cemetery. But not anymore.” I paused, picturing Mom’s white nightgown drifting across the back lawn as she rushed to Dad’s tombstone. “She doesn’t leave the house now.”

“You have a family cemetery?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s some kind of rich.”

“They’ve always been there. I never thought about it.”

“Who’s buried there?”

“My dad. Grandparents. Great-grandparents. A hundred and fifty years of Hales.”

“Any ghosts?”

“No.” Except for the footsteps. “The house is old, but it’s not that different than any other house.”

“Oh, it’s different,” she said. “No one lives like that.”

“I have people during the day. But nights and weekends are harder.” Even if money wasn’t a thing, few liked the house’s moans and groans.

“Afraid of the ghosts?”

Her grin eased something in me. “I guess.”

“I like ghosts. They’re cool.”

“It’s small pay but includes room and board.”

“I don’t have a car.”

“I’ll drive you to Hale House after school and bring you back in the morning. We also have a spare car for emergencies.” I looked at her. “You look a little like me.”

“I do not.”

“You do. Mom could think you’re me, so she’d do whatever you said.”

She looked a little flattered. “How much does it pay?”

“Ten dollars an hour.”

She inhaled, smoke trickling over her lips. “I’ll think about it.”

A hand settled on my shoulder. I startled awake.

My neck screamed from the crooked slant. The pain jolted me back to the moment Pete had strangled me. My fists clenched.


Chapter Seven

Raine

Saturday, October 17, 2026, 6:30 a.m.

A strong shake rattled through my body.

“Raine, it’s Judson. Wake up.”

My eyes opened to his stoic face.

“You were dreaming.”

I hadn’t dreamed about Amy in years. I sat up, my neck cramping painfully. Carefully, I rubbed the knotted, still-healing tendons. “How’s Maria?”

“She’s still in a coma,” he said.

“What time is it?”

“Six thirty in the morning.” Less than three hours of sleep. Not great. The wine haze had mostly lifted, but a headache throbbed behind my right eye.

Stubble darkened Judson’s jaw. He handed me a cup of black coffee. “Dr. Webber is examining Maria. She and another doctor are discussing her condition.”

Bruised ribs pinched as I stood. “I should be in that room.”

“Agreed.”

I sipped and grimaced. “Thanks.”

“You okay?”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re guarding your ribs.”

“A memento from my attack.”

His gaze lingered and then: “You used to take your coffee black.”

“Still do.”

“Still drown mine in sugar. Too many years of crappy cop coffee.”

“It’s a universal truth. Cops can track down the nastiest killers, but not brew decent coffee.”

“About right.”

I dragged fingers through my blond shoulder-length hair. “Lead the way.”

“What was the dream about?”

I frowned. “Old stuff. The house. Too many ghosts.”

“Your parents?”

“Amy.”

Our paths were tightly woven for ten months. “I haven’t seen her in years.”

“Neither have I.”

“What brought her up now?” he asked.

“I don’t know. Maria wasn’t a fan of hers. She hated having her in the house at night.”

Maria was the first to sound alarms about Amy. But I ignored them. Maria wasn’t willing to take a night shift, and I needed the help.

“Being back stirs up memories,” he said.

“Devil you know, right?”

“Right.”

I pushed into Maria’s hospital room. Beyond a curtain, she lay motionless in the bed. Gabe turned at the sound of the door.

“What’s happening?” I asked.

Gabe’s bloodshot gaze met mine. It took him a moment to recognize me. Older. Thinner. Longer hair. Then the shock and haze cleared. He gently laid Maria’s hand down and crossed to me, pulling me into a hug.

The scents of generic soap, sweat, and fresh-cut grass clung to his skin.

Pain sharpened his gaze. “She was washing a plate and then she just collapsed.”

“Were there any warning signs?” I asked.

“None. I did CPR, called 9-1-1 and then Mom.”

“Did Molly see anything?”

“No. When the rescue squad arrived, she woke up. I went up to her room and stayed with her until Maria was gone. I hated the idea that Maria was alone, but she’d have wanted me to protect Molly.”

“Of course.” Gabe adored his daughter as much as he loved Maria.

“Did she ingest something to cause this?” Judson asked.

“Just a glass of wine. Dinner. Pasta.”

“Does she have any underlying conditions or take medications?” he asked.

Gabe’s jaw tightened. “The paramedics asked me that. Twice. No to both.”

Judson nodded. “The forensic team is at your house now. They’re searching for any possible toxins.”

“Like poisons?” Gabe said. “She had a heart attack.”

“She’s in her mid-thirties. Fit. No history of medical issues.”

“The Hales have bad hearts,” Gabe countered. “Maria’s father and uncle died of heart attacks.”

My uncle had died in his late forties. My father’s attack had happened while he was behind the wheel. Both were heavy smokers and drank too much. “Our grandfather also died young, but the Hales always assumed heart failure followed the men, not the women.”

“It might be genetics,” Judson said. “But we have to rule out other causes.”

“Do whatever you need to,” Gabe said. “I just want her to be safe.”

Neither Judson nor I spoke. In our professions, we’d both seen young and strong people pass.

The nurse pushed back the curtain and checked the monitor. “I need everyone but one person out of the room. She needs her rest.”

I looked at Gabe. “I’ll leave.”

“Thanks, Raine.” He looked defeated, no longer the vibrant football player who made every high school girl’s head turn. “But I’ll go, too.”

Gabe leaned forward and kissed his wife on the forehead. He muttered, “I love you.”

Her heartbeat monitors quickened.

The three of us left as the nurse recorded gauges and graphs.

Out in the hallway, I studied Gabe more closely. Black stubble, hollowed eyes, and extra weight had aged him.

Gabe sighed. “How did we get here, Raine?”

“I don’t know. Maria and I lost touch last year.”

“She is sorry about that. She wants to make amends.”

“She’s suing me,” I said.

“For what?”

He didn’t know? Hard to believe. “Half the Hale estate.”

“I didn’t know.” He shook his head. “She is under a lot of stress.”

I silenced a rebuttal. This wasn’t the time to argue about money.

“Gabe,” Judson said. “I have to ask you difficult questions.”

Gabe nodded. “Sure, ask whatever.”

“Were you having an affair?” Judson asked.

The question caught me unprepared. And by the looks of it, Gabe as well.

Gabe’s gaze pinned Judson. “What?”

“Maria thought you were having an affair. She thought it was someone from one of your jobs.”

Cops didn’t wait for convenient times to ask difficult questions. Vulnerable moments like this were ideal for catching suspects off guard.

Judson saw Gabe as a suspect.

“That’s insane,” Gabe said. “Why would she think that?”

“I don’t know. You tell me.”

“When did she tell you this?” Gabe asked.

“Dinner last month at your house. You were putting Molly to bed. She asked me if I knew anything about what you were up to.”

Gabe stared at the floor. “I don’t know what she said, but I wasn’t having an affair. With anyone. It’s been tough for us the last year. Financially.”

The accusation was unspoken but clear. He believed I had money that would fix his problems. All he saw was the house and land—not the underlying bills and debt.

“I tried to help her,” I said.

“And then you stopped,” he countered.

“She never told me where the money was going.”

“Why did she have to explain?” Gabe demanded.

“You live rent-free on Hale land. She has a good job. Your expenses don’t make sense.”

Judson watched but said nothing.

Gabe shook his head. “You own five hundred acres of prime land.”

“It’s all in trust. What I sent was from my own pocket.”

“She begged you to break the trust,” he countered.

“Is that why she is suing me?” Bitterness coated the words.

“She isn’t.”

“She is,” I said.

“You’re wrong.”

“Don’t put this on me.” I kept my voice calm, controlled. “She needed a husband who has a job.”

“So, is this a contest to see who let Maria down the most?” Gabe asked.

My father and aunt had argued often about the trust. She wanted Maria included. But he’d refused. Then he’d died. When my aunt died eight years ago, the pressure between the Hale branches only simmered hotter under the surface.

“No one is racing to the bottom,” Judson said. “But I want both of you two to stay out of that room.”

“I’m leaving,” Gabe said. “I have a daughter to protect.”

Judson watched him walk toward the elevators. “I’ll see you later.”

“Where are you going?” I asked Gabe.

“To my mother’s house.”

“Stay away from your house,” Judson said. “I have a forensic team there.”

“This is bullshit.” Gabe’s scowling face vanished as the elevator doors closed.

“You’re treating the cottage as a crime scene?” I asked Judson.

“Until proven otherwise, yes.”

“He wouldn’t poison her,” I said. “No matter how bad it got between them, he wouldn’t hurt her.”

“How do you know that? You said yourself, you haven’t seen her in years. A lot can change.”

He was right. The Gabe and Maria I knew belonged to a different decade. “I’m staying with Maria. I want to be here when she wakes up.”

“Why?”

“To tell her I’m sorry.”

“I’ll let you stay,” Judson said. “But don’t make me regret this.”

“You don’t trust me with her?” A good cop saw everyone as a suspect. But me? That stung.

“No, not fully. Like I said, don’t make me sorry.”


Chapter Eight

Judson

Saturday, October 17, 2026, 9:00 a.m.

The small ranch-style house sat tucked in the northeast corner of the Hale property. When I pulled up, a police vehicle was parked out front. And a forensic truck idled in the driveway. A late-model white minivan that belonged to Maria was there as well.

The doctors still couldn’t explain Maria’s heart attack. Sure, genetics might have been a factor. And strange medical emergencies did happen. But my gut said otherwise—this didn’t feel natural. The Durant house—the caretaker’s cottage—was now a crime scene, and it needed to be sealed. I also wanted to search Gabe’s truck.

Getting a warrant for the house and vehicles had been easy. The judge was 90 percent certain this was a tragic medical emergency. He’d been tight with Raine’s father and uncle back in the day—he remembered their deaths.

But the other 10 percent bothered me. If a Hale had been poisoned, the judge wouldn’t want blowback if he’d missed an opportunity to close the case.

I stepped out of the car. As I passed the minivan, I checked the door handle. Locked. A car seat, covered in crumbs, was secured to the back seat.

When I first moved back to town, Gabe and Maria had invited me over for a welcome-back dinner. The plans got postponed over and over because of Gabe’s work. Finally, we’d met four weeks ago.

When I’d finally shown up, something was off. The air between the couple crackled with tension. I’d heard whispers about their marriage, but I’d brushed them off. That changed when Gabe handed me a beer by the grill.

“Sorry about the cancellations. Work’s been insane,” he said.

“Sounds like a good problem,” I said.

“When it rains, it pours.”

“What companies are you working for?”

“Small ones. You wouldn’t know them. Ken gave me the leads.”

“Ken Watson?”

“Yeah.”

Ken. Raine’s husband. Soon-to-be ex-husband.

I’d known Gabe and Ken since high school. We’d played on the offensive line. Gabe was a natural athlete, easygoing, but he’d missed a lot of practice. Always offered a good explanation. I knew the real one: Maria.

Ken was a wide receiver. He’d partied more than he’d trained. I played guard, kept my mouth shut, and dumped all my rage, grief, and frustration into the brutal practices.

Ken and Gabe were happy to be small-town heroes. I wasn’t. I had my eye on college ball. Maybe even the pros.

Football and living in Crozet had been the glue that held us together. Once that was gone, so were we.

With Raine, I’d told myself the glue was sex—a cheap fix for belonging. Truth was, my feelings had veered too close to obsession—tight, suffocating, impossible to shake. Made me question my goals. But ties that had felt solid crumbled for her under pressure. I’d figured whatever we had was long dead. But this morning, the old pull had clawed its way back.

I’d met Raine when I was working for a delivery company. I’d been on a run to Hale House.

She was on a riding lawn mower cutting a massive tract of grass stretching from the gates to the manor’s front door. Sweat darkened her cropped, soaked tee. Her skin glowed.

She waved, but she kept driving her mower. I dropped the package on the front porch and paused. She cut the engine.

“Thanks for the delivery.”

“Sure.” I held her gaze. “Can you tell the people who own the house?”

“I am those people.”

I smiled. “Seriously.”

She grabbed a holstered water bottle and drank. “I’ll take it inside when I’m finished.”

Something in her gaze told me not to argue. “You’re a Hale?”

“Yep.”

“You don’t look like a princess.”

She replaced the water bottle in its holder. “What gave it away? The sweat or the grass stains?”

A glance at the shirt, and all I saw were nipples pressing against the damp fabric. My concentration shattered. “What’s your name?”

“Raine. Hale.”

I went on offense. “You’re really sticking with that?”

She pushed back a lock of blond hair. “I sure am. Who are you?”

“Judson Blackwood.”

“Ah, the new football star.”

I raised a brow. “Raine Hale doesn’t go to public high school.”

“She does now. And she cuts the grass when her land manager doesn’t show.” Blue eyes held my gaze. “I hear the coach is expecting big things of you.”

That’s what everyone was saying. “I’ll bring the heat.”

She nodded. “Time to finish the yard before the heat of the day hits.”

“Right. Nice to meet you. Raine.”

A smile flickered on her lips. “Back at you, Judson.”

Weeks later, I saw Raine in town. She was cleaned up. White shorts, tank top, and sandals. I joked I didn’t recognize her. Threw a Hail Mary and asked her out on a date. She said yes. I was shocked.

She was nothing like I’d expected. Funny, smart, quick to joke about private school attitudes. Her self-deprecating way made me laugh.

The hormones were raging, and we weren’t shy about taking full advantage. The first time we had sex? On a blanket in her family’s barn. We were excited, nervous, and into each other.

Half naked, our limbs intertwined, I’d asked her why she’d left boarding school. She’d blamed it on family finances. It didn’t ring true, but I didn’t press. I was just glad she was here.

Sighing, I pushed aside the memory. I shoved my hands into PPE gloves and slipped on shoe covers. The front hallway was narrow, the walls beige, the furniture worn. A big collection of family photos lined the walls. Lots of smiles. Most of the pictures were of Molly. One included Maria and Gabe. They looked like a happy family.

Agent Meg Pollard was working the scene. She’d been with the state police’s western division since she’d graduated college. Short brown hair framed a lean face. “Where would you like me to start?”

“The warrant is limited—for now. Just the kitchen, the medicine cabinets, anything you see in the open. The judge will grant more access if we find any evidence.”

“And the vehicles?”

“Search them both. Hers is in the driveway—spare keys should be here somewhere. And when we find Gabe’s truck, search all compartments.”

“Got it.” Meg checked her digital camera’s settings.

In the kitchen, she raised the lens. The shutter clicked.

Dinner was still set out: rumpled place mats and napkins, half-eaten Italian bread, wilting salad, shattered plate shards, and noodles all over the floor. The plates were stacked beside the sink.

Blood speckled the counter and the floor. Maria had collapsed here, hitting her head on the way down.

Meg placed yellow, tented numbers beside each droplet and snapped more pictures.

On the counter, two drinking glasses—one nearly full and the other empty, its rim smudged with lipstick.

“Log in the glasses,” I said.

“On it.” She slipped them into individual paper bags.

The kitchen window overlooked fields of tall uncut grass. Just over the hill was Hale House and more outbuildings. Raine had let the Durants live rent-free in the cottage until Gabe got back on his feet. That was four years ago.

As Meg worked, I moved toward the first bedroom. Painted pink. A big M hung on the wall over a small bed tangled with sheets. Stuffed animals were scattered on the floor. I pictured Gabe knocking toys aside last night as he scooped up Molly.

The primary bedroom told a different story. The bed had smooth, neat covers on the right and rumpled sheets on the left.

In the corner, dirty work jeans, socks, and nursing scrubs piled beside an overflowing laundry basket. Pink slippers rested side by side on the floor.

On the right side was a nightstand with two medicine bottles. The scripts were made out to Gabe. One for an anxiety medication, the other a tranquilizer.

The bathroom was in disarray. Wet towels lay on the floor, the bathtub ringed with dirt, and the trash can overflowing. More dirty laundry on the hallway floor and a bound trash bag ready for the bin.

The medicine cabinet held nothing unusual—over-the-counter painkillers, vitamins, and basic first aid supplies. Nothing indicating heart issues.

The house I remembered from our dinner had worn the mask of a perfect family home. Molly slurping pasta. Gabe tossing a salad. Maria pouring wine.

But I saw the warning signs of that moment now. The laughter was too sharp. The smiles held a beat too long.


I used to believe . . .

Good things come to those who wait.

But here’s the truth.

What’s waiting for good people . . .

isn’t worth having.

Time to stop waiting.


Chapter Nine

Judson

Saturday, October 17, 2026, 1:15 p.m.

Meg was swabbing the sink when I entered the kitchen. More yellow tents dotted the floor and counter.

“Did you find Maria Durant’s phone?”

“Yes, it’s been bagged.”

“What’re the chances a woman like Maria would have a heart attack?”

“She was a distance runner. And in good shape.”

“Health issues happen. Unlikely doesn’t mean impossible,” I said. “Be on the lookout for health monitors. Apps on her phone. Anything that suggests an illness. I’m going to interview her mother-in-law. Call me if you need anything.”

“Will do.”

“Thank you.”

In my car, I called the hospital. Maria Durant remained in a coma, but she was alive. The charge nurse said Raine Hale paced the hallway. Gabe hadn’t reappeared.

Gabe was impulsive, but this second absence suggested trouble. Was he running scared? He’d done time in prison for a violent assault. Did he fear the system would arrow in on him before anyone else?

His disappearing acts weren’t a good look. Most caring husbands stayed close to a wife in critical condition.

Fifteen minutes on the main road looped me around the Hale estate and toward another entrance. It led down a wooded access road toward a small horse trainer’s cottage, where Gabe’s mother, Edith Durant, still lived.

In its heyday, the Hale family had employed a dozen people to maintain the barns, gardens, and stables. Somewhere along the way, the money had evaporated, and they’d let everyone but the caretaker go. Edith Durant no longer received a salary but lived rent-free in her cottage.

Edith and Gabe had joined the staff over twenty years ago. She was a property manager. She didn’t put her hands in the soil, but she oversaw yard crews, stable hands, and housekeepers.

Again, I pictured Raine driving the mower through tall grass. Gabe had been the lawn crew in those days. And he’d dropped the ball.

Now that Raine was back, Edith’s position on the estate would change. The property was too large and valuable to leave in the care of one person. I’d bet Raine would sell. The fortune would be too hard to resist. Edith and her son and daughter-in-law faced eviction.

I walked up a graveled driveway onto a small front porch. Two rockers moved gently in the wind. I knocked. Hopefully, Gabe was here.

Inside the house, a television broadcast a kids’ show. Seconds later, footsteps and then the door opened.

Edith Durant was a tall woman. Like her son, she had angled cheekbones, green eyes, and puffed cheeks. As a teenager, I’d spent time in this house when I visited Gabe. Edith was usually here but working at the big house. Gabe had once said his mother had been a dancer, but I’d never believed him.

“Judson.” A relieved smile spread across Edith Durant’s face. “Do you have more news about Maria?” She dropped her voice a notch. “Tell me she’s still alive.”

“Last I spoke to the hospital, she was stable. She hasn’t woken up. Doc says her body needs to shut down before it can heal.”

She motioned me inside. The scent of pine cleaner triggered memories of high school, playing video games, and drinking beer half the night.

“Can I get you anything to eat or drink?” Edith closed the door.

“No, thank you.” A little girl’s giggle drifted from the other room. “Is she all right?”

Edith glanced over her shoulder. “She thinks she’s having a sleepover. I haven’t told her anything.”

I lowered my voice. “Is Gabe here?”

“No, he left for the hospital last night. I thought he was with Maria.”

“He hasn’t been at the hospital since early this morning.”

“I haven’t seen him.”

“You sure?”

“You can search if you want to.”

“No.”

She shook her head. “He doesn’t handle himself well in tough situations. He takes off, drinks.”

He’d done that in high school. If a game went badly, or he had a fight with Maria, he was MIA. “Has there been a lot of that lately?”

She folded her arms. “I haven’t seen much of Maria and Gabe in the last few months. Always too busy to bring Molly by.”

“Maria’s been working at the hospital a lot.”

“I know.”

“Who took care of Molly?”

“School. Gabe sometimes.”

“What about Gabe’s business?”

“I know a contract didn’t come through.”

“Why?”

“Gabe said money is tight for everyone. But I think it was his prison record.”

“Are financial issues causing marriage troubles for Gabe and Maria?”

Her chin tilted. “No more than average. Couples argue, but my son and his wife adore each other. They have a solid marriage.”

“Relationships are tough. You said you haven’t seen them in a while.”

The lines around her mouth deepened. “I’d have sensed if something was off.”

Maria and Gabe had put on a happy front for me. “Tell me about Maria’s health.”

“I saw her early summer. I babysat Molly while she ran in a marathon. She was in peak health. She’s a health food nut. Always after Gabe to eat less junk.”

“No issues with her heart?”

“The family has a history, but I never saw a sign of it with her.”

“You had no clues of trouble?”

Her eyes narrowed. “You keep digging for an issue. I didn’t see any problems.”

“What did you think when Gabe showed up with Molly here last night?”

She drew in a breath. “I was surprised.”

I remembered how Maria could rail on Gabe if he missed a practice or blew off a test. He always fired back angry words. Sometimes, I thought they’d rather fight than eat.

“Was Gabe seeing anyone else?”

She bristled. “My son is a good man. He wouldn’t do that to Maria. If I had to bet, I’d say she was the one cheating.”

“Why?”

“She’s selfish. I love her, but she’s always got one eye toward what’s best for her. I mean, she has a day off from work, and instead of spending it with Molly, she enters a race.”

I didn’t bite at the distraction. “Affairs can be a way of dealing with stress.”

“How does any of this have to do with what’s happening now?”

“Gabe is in the wind, Mrs. Durant. No one can find him.”

“You know how he can be.”

“It doesn’t look good for him.”

Her frown deepened. “You’re talking like he’s a suspect. But there’s been no crime.”

The preliminary tox screens would be back today. “Let’s hope.”

“Are you saying there was a crime?”

“I haven’t said that.”

“You’re hinting Gabe caused Maria’s heart attack.” She shook her head. “You two were friends in high school. You know him.”

Police work had taught me that no one really knew anyone. Dial up the right combination and anyone could do anything. “That’s why I’m here. I’m trying to help him. I need him to answer my questions.”

She shook her head. “You doubt him.”

“That’s my job.”

She lowered her voice. “He hasn’t gone far. He’s just found a quiet place and is processing. He’ll show up.”

“Now’s the time to help his wife and daughter. Not nurse stressors.”

“He’ll show up.”

I asked, “How bad has it really been for him lately?”

“Eighteen months of jail time changed him. Since then, he’s easily stressed.”

Gabe had been in a bar, a few beers in. Another guy had picked a fight. Gabe reacted and beat the guy unconscious. He’d left the other man disabled. The judge ruled Gabe’s reaction excessive and condemned him to four years. The sentence had been reduced to eighteen months when Raine had called her family attorney to intervene.

“He’s on medication for anxiety,” I said.

“Did he tell you that?” She didn’t look surprised.

“I saw the pills in his bedroom. The bottle has five refills left.”

“What were you doing in his bedroom?”

“The forensic tech and I are collecting evidence.”

“Evidence for what?” This time her voice did spike before she caught herself. “Maria had a heart attack.”

“I hope it’s that simple.”

Molly ran into the room. Her curly hair was wild and haloed around her round face. Flowered pajamas draped her small frame. “Can I get more juice, Grandma?”

“Of course, baby, head on in the kitchen. There are juice boxes in the refrigerator.”

Molly stared at me. But I wasn’t sure she remembered me. “Why are you here?”

“That’s a rude question, Molly,” Edith said.

“It’s a fair one,” I said. “I’m here to talk to your daddy.”

“He’s on vacation with Mommy,” she said. “They went hiking in the mountains.”

“They like to hike?” I asked.

“Daddy loves to go. He says it helps him think.”

“Does he go a lot?”

She shrugged. “I guess.”

Edith laid a hand on Molly’s shoulder. “Honey, let’s go into the kitchen.”

Edith led the girl away. If I ever had to press the child for more details, I’d return with a social worker. Hopefully, it wouldn’t come to that. I wanted Gabe to call me back. The tox screens to be clean. Maria to wake up.

Edith ushered the girl, now holding a juice box, back into the TV room. She returned. “Judson, I’ll call you if I hear from Gabe. Until you have something, leave. Molly is smart. It won’t be long before she figures out there’s a problem.”

I handed my card to Edith. “Call if you hear from your son.”

She flicked the edge. “He didn’t do anything wrong. He’s just worried.”

“He needs to call me. We need an eye-to-eye conversation.”

“I don’t like your tone, Judson.”

“This is my nice tone, Edith. I’m taking it slow and easy out of respect for you and Gabe. But if the tox screens come back positive and Gabe is still MIA, then my attitude will shift into a higher gear.”

“Do you hear yourself?” she demanded. “You’re treating us like you’re the police.”

“Edith, I am the police. Tell Gabe to call me.”


Chapter Ten

Raine

Saturday, October 17, 2026, 4:00 p.m.

When I left for Hale House, the adrenaline was gone. Replaced with something colder. Heavier.

Grim determination.

I hadn’t slept well in months. The divorce. The lawsuit. The attack. The weight of it all pressed down. Interstate gave way to back country roads and finally the entrance to Hale House. The property’s long narrow graveled driveway wound past hundred-year-old oaks. The sun dipped low, casting oranges and yellows on tall grass. So quiet.

Hale House rose ahead. It was two stories tall, with a small attic and a deep stone basement. Regal. Weathered. Crumbling. The brick facade, gabled roof, and handblown glass windows were all relics of the past.

My father had believed the house and our family were one. When one fell, the other would, too.

So far, he’d been right.

Beyond the house, a freshly cut patch of grass tunneled toward the cemetery’s wrought iron fence. Inside were the graves of Hales who’d lived on this land for two centuries. My father had had the fence expanded twenty-five years ago. He’d said he’d wanted more room for himself, Mom, me, and my children.

I’d watched the contractors lift the old fence and extend it out twenty feet. After they’d gone, I’d lain down in the spot Dad had selected as my final resting place. Light had filtered through the oak branches. I didn’t love it. Too shady in the summer meant too many leaves in the fall.

Two years later, my father dropped his and Mom’s massive headstones in place.

Three years later he was dead.

After that, I’d decided I’d be cremated. My ashes spread so the wind would carry them away.

I studied Hale House. Fragile, beautiful, brittle, so drafty. This winter’s heating bill would be brutal.

My contractor, Brad Lawson, was coming tomorrow. Anybody’s guess how it would go. Getting a bid from him was my way of showing due diligence. Not a promise to save anything.

I sat on the top step after climbing the stairs. Bronzes and yellows burnished the mountains’ ridgeline.

This had become my favorite spot. Sunsets were my way of notching off another day I’d survived.

The sun remained vivid. The land endured, as my dad used to say.

But the house—like the family—was crumbling. Resurrecting Hale House was a commitment I didn’t want.

I dialed Edith’s number.

It rang three times before a breathless “Raine” drifted over the line.

“Edith, how are you doing?” We hadn’t spoken directly in years. I used work and marriage to justify my absence.

“Holding up.” Edith’s voice was clipped. “How is Maria?”

“She was stable when I left the hospital. Have you spoken to Gabe?”

“No. I’ve called him a dozen times. He’s holed up in one of his funks.”

Gabe’s sullen stares had been sexy and attractive when we were teenagers. But moody pouts didn’t age well.

“Judson is looking for him,” she added. “I told him the truth: I don’t know where Gabe is.”

“He was at the hospital this morning.”

“Judson thinks Gabe hurt Maria.”

I hoped that wasn’t true. “Remember how I used to talk him down?” He’d get angry, frustrated, and take off. And when I’d find him behind the school or in the woods, I’d coax him back.

She sighed. “The Super 8 on Route 60 has been his spot lately.”

“Did you tell that to Judson?”

“No. I want Gabe to come home on his own.”

I checked my watch. “He’s been missing a few hours?”

“You remember how he could vanish for days at a time.”

“It doesn’t look good, Edith.” I’d had clients go MIA on me. My talent for delivering compelling excuses to the judges was legendary.

“He’ll show up,” Edith said.

Tipping my head back, I closed my eyes. “How’s Molly doing?”

“She’s fine. Watching back-to-back movies all day and eating ice cream.”

“That’s not sustainable.”

“I know.” Edith sounded weary. “But I don’t want her to worry.”

“Her mother is in the hospital. She needs her father.”

“He’ll be back.”

“Judson can show up at your house with a social worker and question her.”

“He can’t do that.”

“If he suspects something other than natural causes prompted Maria’s heart attack, he will.”

“What’re you saying?”

I’d been chewing on this theory for several hours. “What if Gabe did something accidentally that set all this off?”

“Like what?”

I didn’t answer, letting the silence hang between us. Stretches of stillness often teased out more than questions or statements.

“You saying Gabe did something to her?” Edith challenged.

“Only by accident.”

“You sound like Judson.”

I’d worked with cops like Judson for most of my public defender days. His methodical, quiet approach was more effective than anything boisterous and aggressive.

When Maria, Gabe, and I had run together in middle school, I’d always thought Gabe was hot. But when I’d confessed this to Maria, she’d made it clear Gabe was all hers.

Maria and Gabe had always been a solid couple. So were Judson and I. Even Ken had briefly paired with Amy. Maria once joked that Ken had chosen Amy because she looked like me.

“I want to see Molly,” I said.

“Today’s not a good day.”

“I understand. It’s late. Tomorrow then?”

“She has Sunday school tomorrow.”

“Do you really think that’s a good idea now?”

“She needs her schedule.”

“Her routine has been shattered, Edith.”

If Maria survived, Dr. Webber had hinted at permanent heart damage. Her recovery would be slow and steady. The daily routine would change drastically. Another reason Gabe needed to step up.

“Okay. Fine. I’ll keep Molly home for a few days.”

“Good. I’ll stop by and see her tomorrow.”

“Call before you come.”

“Of course.”


Chapter Eleven

Raine

Saturday, October 17, 2026, 5:30 p.m.

I ended the call with Edith and leaned forward, elbows on my knees. Shadows clustered around the oaks. A thin crescent moon dangled near winking stars. I’d forgotten how vivid the night sky could be.

Grabbing my purse, I got back in my car.

The motel was twenty minutes east. Service trucks and older cars crowded the lot.

Thick curtains smothered most of the large windows, but a few leaked the glow of lamps or TVs.

No sign of Gabe’s truck in the front lot. I drove around back. I passed a rusted SUV, then spotted it—a magnetic sign reading Durant Landscaping arching over a silhouetted oak tree. It was parked in front of Room #19. The curtains weren’t fully closed. The lights were on.

I parked and walked to the window. Gabe lay on his bed, one hand tucked behind his head, the other gripping a TV remote.

Judson would trace Gabe’s half-assed hideout soon. I pounded my fist on the door.

Gabe jerked upright, stiffened as if stillness and silence would hide him.

“I know you’re in there, Gabe. I can see you.” I didn’t identify myself. Let him figure it out. “Open the damn door!”

The door snapped open. Gabe’s hair stood in spiky strands. His tee stretched over his rounded belly and wide, muscled shoulders. Deeply tanned skin had gone sallow under the room’s gray light. The once-bad-boy vibe looked sad and careworn.

“What are you doing here?” He glanced left and then right. “How did you find me?”

“Not hard, pal. Small town. And we’ve got history.”

“I needed a break. I freaked out after I saw Maria.”

“So you came here? Are you wondering how your wife is doing?” Despair and anger soured my mouth.

Fingers threaded through his thick hair. “I’ve been afraid to ask. I can’t face it if she’s dead.”

“How did her crisis become about you?”

“She is my wife! Of course I’m affected.”

“She’s in critical condition. Not you.”

Relief flickered. “She’s alive?”

“Still in a coma. She needs her husband. And the cops have questions for you.”

“I didn’t do anything wrong.”

“Your vanishing act says otherwise. A forensic tech is at your house. They’re swabbing and searching for dangerous chemicals.”

Eyebrows raised. “Like drugs?”

Fatigue stoked kindled frustrations. “Like poison.”

His eyes widened. “What?”

“Get your stuff, Gabe. We’re going to the hospital.”

“Okay.” He grabbed his wallet and slipped on his shoes. He closed the door behind him. “I’ll follow you.”

“You’ll ride with me.”

“I can’t leave my truck.”

“Don’t worry. It’s not going anywhere.” I walked to my SUV. “Let’s go.”

We got in, and I started the engine. I put the car in reverse.

Headlights flared behind me. A cop car blocked my spot. Judson.

I put the car back in park, lowered my window, and placed my hands on the steering wheel.

He strode up, flashlight sweeping from me to Gabe in the passenger seat, hand on his weapon. “Out for an evening drive?”

“We’re headed to the hospital.” I slipped into public defender mode.

“How did you find him? Did he call you?”

“This was his spot in high school,” I lied.

Judson’s face was a mask. I remembered the look. It signaled he didn’t dare loosen his grip on his temper.

He angled the flashlight on Gabe. “Gabe, I’ve been looking for you.”

“I was coming back even before Raine tracked me down.”

“Why are you hiding?” Judson asked.

Gabe stared ahead. “I needed time to process.”

“What’s that mean?” Judson asked.

He shook his head, chasing off a memory. “Maria dropped unconscious in front of me. I thought she was dead. I was freaked out.”

“She’s not dead,” Judson said. “She needs you. And I got questions.”

“Raine and I are headed to the hospital.”

Judson shook his head. “You smell like booze.”

“I’m fine.”

“Breathalyzer time.”

“I didn’t drive drunk.”

“I’m still testing you.”

“Are you arresting me?” Gabe’s face paled.

“We can play it that way.”

A county deputy pulled up behind Judson’s car.

“He should see his wife,” I said.

Judson’s gaze hardened. No nostalgia. No softness in the dark depths. “He had his chance. So now he’s going to wait a little.”

“Judson, you know Gabe.”

“Right now, he’s drunk in public. And I suggest you don’t push. You’re skating close to aiding and abetting.” Judson walked to Gabe’s side. He tapped on the glass. “Get out.”

Gabe looked at me. “I didn’t do anything.”

Until Pete Miller, I thought I was savvy enough to spot liars. Shifting glances, changes in voice tone, sweat on a brow. I wasn’t as clever as I’d thought, and I clearly didn’t sniff out lies so well.

And this looked bad for Gabe. “Go with Judson,” I said. “I’ll follow.”

Judson opened the passenger-side car door. “Get out.”

Gabe squared to Judson—arm cocked.

Judson was faster, twisting him against the car. “Do you really want to do that?”

“No.” The word choked out.

“Gabe, go with him,” I said. “Don’t make this worse.”

Gabe struggled, shouting. The deputy rushed in. They cuffed him and loaded him in the cruiser.

“Let me go!” Gabe shouted.

Judson slammed the cruiser’s back door. He spoke to the deputy and crossed to me.

I angled my face up toward his. “I want to talk to him first.”

His jaw pulsed. “You should’ve called me the instant you spotted his vehicle. You’re out of your jurisdiction, Counselor.”

“I’m his friend.”

“Gabe’s not the kid from high school. He’s been arrested twice for being drunk in public in the past year. Drowning in debt. He’s circling the drain.”

“What’s this got to do with Maria?”

“She dies. You take control of the estate next week on your thirty-fifth birthday. His minor daughter is your heir. You die someday soon. He controls her and the money.”

“I don’t believe that.”

He pressed another theory. “You let the Durants live rent-free for all these years.”

“Times are tight for them. Molly needed a steady home. It costs me nothing to let them stay.”

“Now that you’re back, real estate agents are sniffing around. They’re ready to break up the land. Sell it to the highest bidder. Your dying would be convenient.”

“I’ve had no formal meetings.”

“Some have reached out to you, right?”

“How do you know?”

“Small-town living. Word gets around.”

“I haven’t said I’m selling.”

“Gabe doesn’t know that.”

“You’re overthinking. Gabe’s not a 3D chess player.”

“He might not be good at it. Doesn’t mean he wouldn’t try.”

“Do you have any physical evidence against Gabe?”

“Not yet.”

“So, no reason to hold Gabe in jail.”

“He resisted arrest. He’s drunk. I’ll hold him until he sobers up.”

My shoulders leveled. “He’ll be out by morning.”

Judson didn’t flinch. “Are you representing him?”

I dodged the answer with “The man has done nothing wrong.”

“We’ll see.”

Gabe had always made difficult situations impossible. I’d help him for Maria’s and Molly’s sakes. “I’m going to the station.”

“Suit yourself. Be ready for a long night.”


Chapter Twelve

Raine

Saturday, October 17, 2026, 9:00 p.m.

Getting Gabe released happened faster than I’d expected. The Hale name didn’t mean much in the DC area, but in Albemarle County, it still had pull.

I’d called Judge Gray Stokes—my father’s former classmate. I’d interrupted the judge’s evening, and he wasn’t happy. I’d quickly reintroduced myself and laid out Gabe’s situation. Another lawyer wouldn’t have gotten two words out. But he’d listened to me.

Stokes liked Agent Judson Blackwood and trusted his judgment. I argued extenuating circumstances—asked for leniency for Gabe. Judge Stokes reluctantly agreed but reminded me this was a personal favor.

My phone chimed with a text as I sat in my car outside the police station. My estranged soon-to-be ex-husband, Ken. Ever since he’d moved out, we’d communicated only through lawyers, until I was attacked. Battered and bruised, I’d needed help. He’d filled in the gaps. The arrangement was temporary for me.

Ken: Did Gabe get arrested? Did he try to kill Maria?

Ken was a criminal defense attorney for Virginia’s wealthiest clients. His connections spread all over the state. Still, the swiftness of his hearing about Maria’s news surprised me.

Me: Maria collapsed. She’s in critical condition. Gabe is at the station now for questioning.

Ken: Want me to ask around? See what I can find out?

Me: Judson is handling the investigation.

Ken: Judson? He’s state police.

Me: He’s a friend.

Ken: He isn’t on your side. He’ll nail Gabe if he can.

He was right. High school loyalty didn’t stand up to the law. If Judson thought Gabe was guilty, he wouldn’t hesitate to arrest him for attempted murder.

Pride insisted I refuse Ken’s offer.

Ken: Let me help, R.

I drew in a breath. Pride could be expensive.

Me: If you hear of anything . . .

Ken: I’m on it.

Within weeks of marrying Ken, I’d realized I’d made a mistake. He loved his work and was deeply loyal to his firm. If the job required a one-hundred-hour workweek, he did it. I’d accepted the job’s demands. And when our jobs chewed up time, it was easier to pretend I had my happily ever after.

And then last year, late-night cash withdrawals from our joint savings account started piling up. A Google search put the ATM across the street from a strip bar. Then I saw the charges on his credit card for random nights at a local hotel.

I’d laid out all the receipts on the kitchen island. He’d denied, shouted, accused me of disloyalty. I’d seen my share of lying clients and lawyers. And Ken was good. Real good. His story never wavered. Even when I told him to leave, my own doubts circled.

After Pete’s attack, Ken drove me home. Once I was settled on the couch, he offered to move back in. Rattled and sore, I still refused. He’d honored my decision. Even sent several DoorDash meals and flowers.

In our modern city town house, I became very aware of all the glass. One brick through my window . . .

I’d taken medical leave and moved back to Hale House, my Alexandria life indefinitely suspended.

I tipped my head back against the headrest as my breath caught in my chest. Ken had found a crack—an opening. And like any good lawyer, he’d drive a wedge into it.

Forty-five minutes later, Gabe walked out of the police station. No sign of Judson. If not for me, Judson could have held Gabe until he appeared before the magistrate.

Gabe yanked open the passenger door and dropped into the seat, running a trembling hand through his hair.

“What happened in there?” I asked.

Anger tightened Gabe’s expression. He smelled of holding cells and sweaty, unwashed bodies. “Not much.”

I switched on the heat and rolled down the windows. “Judson didn’t question you?”

“You got me out before he could ask much.”

“Are you sober now?”

“Better. A lot of coffee and water.” He looked out the window. “He kept asking me about my relationship with Maria. Potential affairs.”

“What did you say?”

“Maria and I were fine. No different than any other married couple.” He shook his head. “How did it all get messed up?”

“I don’t know. You tell me.”

“One day it’s all good. The next Maria is in an ambulance.”

Life could turn on a dime. But most times there were hints, receipts, unnamed worries. Take the guy who’d strangled me. He had a long rap sheet. He’d been agitated that day. His unwavering gaze captured mine. Tension had stiffened his body and fingers.

“What happened before she collapsed?” I let the car idle. My fatigued brain was drawing on every cell to concentrate.

“We’d had dinner. She wasn’t very hungry, and I could tell she was annoyed. It was about money again. She’s always uptight about money.”

Maria had grown up with the constant drumbeat of unfairness and lack. She’d landed on the poor side of the Hale line. The lawsuit was her way of evening the scales.

I traced the steering wheel with my palm. “Don’t lie to me.”

“I’m not lying.”

“What about the affair Judson mentioned?”

“I wasn’t . . .”

“You’re wasting my time.” I nodded toward his door. “Get out of my car.”

He reached for the door handle and pulled. The door opened. And then he hesitated and closed it. “She thinks I’m having an affair.”

“Did she say that?”

“A few days ago. I talked my way out of it, but she’s been chewing on it.”

“Are you having an affair?”

He rubbed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’ve been flirting with Amy.”

“Amy?”

“Amy Stocker.”

Amy had taken the job with Mom and settled into Hale House quickly. She had been in Hale House less than a month when she’d started wearing my makeup and shirts. Instead of calling her out, I’d turned a blind eye. The nights and weekends were covered. That was all that mattered.

“I hope you don’t mind.” She closed Mom’s bedroom door and locked it. “All my clothes are in the wash. I found this in the dryer.”

The striped blouse was a little large on her small frame, but the color suited her pale skin. “It’s okay.”

“I’ll wash it and put it back in your closet.”

“Sure, that’s fine.” I’d been hungry to meet up with Judson. And Amy’s slight trespass didn’t feel like a big deal.

Amy kept borrowing my things. She always washed my clothes and put them back in my closet. But her selections grew bolder and more frequent. And then Mom died, and I forgot about the missing shirts and bracelets.

My fingers tightened on the steering wheel.

“She remembers you well. She’s a real estate agent. Her office is in one of the buildings I service. I took her out for drinks a few months ago. Chatted her up.”

“Why would you do that?”

“Maria had been bitching again—money. I needed a break.”

There had to be a playbook for guys like Gabe and Ken. A fight earned them a night out with another woman? “Maria’s not stupid, Gabe. There had to be more.”

His head shook. “There wasn’t.”

“I hope for your sake you aren’t lying. If you’ve been messing around, it’ll be used against you.”

“Why are they after me? My wife had a heart attack.”

“The cause is what’s at issue.”

“I love Maria.”

He cared about Maria and Molly. But financial pressures and lust bred bad decisions. “Your disappearing act poured gasoline on the fire.”

Tears welled in his eyes. “I can’t process this.”

I’d seen killers mourn their victims. Was Gabe now horrified at what he’d done?

“No one cares why you ran, hid, or lied. All that matters is that you did.”

He reached in his pocket and pulled out a pill bottle. He downed two. “I’ll do better.”

Judson exited the sheriff’s office. He crossed our line of sight. He didn’t look in our direction, but he’d seen us.

“I want to see Maria,” Gabe said.

“There’s nothing you can do for her now. Get a shower, change into clean clothes, eat, sleep. Spend time with your mother and child. In the morning, I’ll take you to the hospital.”

His head dipped. “What if she doesn’t make it through the night?”

“Hope that she does.”


I used to believe . . .

Bad people are easy to spot.

They have an inner darkness.

They look and move like snakes.

But here’s the truth.

They’re not.

They look like everyone else.

Like me.


Chapter Thirteen

Raine

Saturday, October 17, 2026, 10:30 p.m.

Hospital staff said Maria remained stable. I left Gabe at his mother’s house, reminded him to stay put. He promised—twice.

My headlights swept the narrow country road, then flashed across the twin brick pillars of Hale House. Expectations and old memories slammed against my shoulders.

“Yep, it’s me. Back for more.”

Gravel popped under the SUV’s wheels as I drove up the long driveway. Country darkness was deep and endless, like the ocean—no streetlamps, no neon storefront signs, and no home lights.

A single light clicked on in the second-floor bedroom. I parked in the circle driveway and searched the windows for movement. Nothing.

The light was coming from my mother’s old bedroom. How?

I hadn’t set foot in the room—too many memories.

Beyond the beam of my headlights, shifting shadows shrouded the house’s peeling paint and broken shutters. Faulty wiring explained the light. The system was twenty years past an upgrade.

I killed the engine.

A short circuit made sense.

But still . . . Mom’s room?

When I climbed out of my car, nightfall closed in, thick and heavy. My flashlight app lit the way up the creaking stairs.

Fumbling with the front door key, I jammed it into the lock. The dead bolt resisted before it turned.

Inside, the bedroom light bled under the door, dripping pale gold down the stairs.

The entry chandelier remained dead as I flipped the switch.

More for Brad Lawson’s list.

Until then, the flashlight app. I crossed to another switch and flipped it, and lights blinked on. My shoulders dipped with relief.

Shutting off the app and shoving the phone in my back pocket, I moved to the kitchen. More lights on. More relief.

At the old gas stove, I filled a copper kettle at a farmhouse sink. On the front burner, I twisted a knob, and a blue flame danced and flickered around the edges of the copper.

At the kitchen window, I stared out over the expanse of tall grass. Beyond the grove of trees circling the family graveyard.

Used to be, the light in Mom’s room was always on. She hated the darkness. Amy learned that lesson quickly the first time she’d shut it off. Mom’s screams, she’d said, could wake the dead.

Amy.

I’d not thought about her in years.

And now she was back in my head.

Amy had been awed by Hale House—the grand entrance foyer, the black-and-white-checkered floor, the glaring oil portraits, the brass sconces. She’d never seen anything like it.

“Wow,” Amy muttered.

This corridor was my portal between the modern world and a past that threatened to trap me. “You’ll get used to it.”

“Never.”

Amy didn’t see shadows or smell sadness. She saw old money, luxury, and stability.

Her careful fingers ran over the bullnose banister as her gaze danced with excitement. And hunger.

She’d staked her claim on the Hale household.

I led her upstairs, where we went past Mom’s locked room and my open door to a small room with views of the back lawns and gardens. There was a Queen Anne four-poster bed with a canopy, a dresser with ten drawers, a centuries-old rich red carpet, and a crystal vase filled with wildflowers I’d picked.

“This is mine?” she asked.

“Do you like it?”

She smoothed a reverent hand over the chenille bedspread. “Looks like it belongs to a princess.”

Her enthusiasm was charming, harmless, then. And I was grateful for the nighttime help.

Later there would be troubles. But that day, only relief.

Weeks later, Maria cornered me in the kitchen. I’d stumbled in the back door after a night out with Judson.

“What are you doing here?” The buzz of beer still hummed in my system.

“I think she’s stealing.”

“Amy?”

“She wears your clothes to school.”

I opened the refrigerator and grabbed a bottle of water. “There’s nothing in this house I want.”

“I found her in your room,” Maria said.

“Doing what?”

“Looking around.”

I gulped cool liquid. “I still don’t know why you’re here.”

“Gabe and I came to check on Aunt Eloise.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re leaving her alone with Amy.” An accusation hung between us. “I don’t trust her.”

“I do.” Before she could speak, I shifted the conversation. “What’s the deal with you and Gabe? Is this a permanent thing?”

The traces of annoyance softened. “Maybe.”

I loved Judson. But forever . . . that was a long time. “How can you be so sure?”

“When you know, you know,” she said.

“Gabe?” Hovering under the question was a string of his bad choices.

“That’s behind him.”

The teakettle shrilled, jerking me back to the present. I poured hot water over a tea bag nestled in a porcelain cup.

A fist pounded against my front door. Through the glass panes I caught Judson’s profile.

I opened the door. “What’re you doing here?”

He towered over me. Biceps were twice the size from when he played ball. And this close, the boyish imperfections had hardened into masculine features that were hot.

“Checking on you,” he said.

Not sure if I fully believed that. Judson was a cop first. He wanted an update on Gabe. “I dropped him off at his mother’s house. We’ll visit Maria in the morning.”

Shadows cut across his face. “Are you his attorney now?”

“There’s no formal arrangement. Right now, I’m helping a friend.”

“Why does he need a lawyer’s help?”

A smile tugged my lips. “Once the cuffs go on, a smart guy lets the lawyer do the talking.”

“Your husband texted me.” His blank expression was becoming a fixture.

“Soon-to-be ex,” I said. “We’re getting a divorce.”

“He’s been in contact with you about Gabe.”

“Texted me a few hours ago. I don’t know how he found out about Gabe.”

“And what did he want?”

“To help. Not sure what that means. There’s always a second motive with Ken.”

Judson studied me, then nodded toward the entryway. “How’s it holding up?”

“It’s a money pit.” The lightness in my tone belied the looming renovation costs. “I dream of saving it. But reality . . .” I let the words trail.

“I walk the Hale property from time to time. Abandoned acreage tends to attract trouble.”

“No stills or meth labs, I hope.”

“A few illegal dumping spots. Discarded tents and campsites.”

“Squatters on my land. No sign of anyone in or near the house.” Other than the light. “No broken windows.”

“Edith is there enough, but now that Gabe’s in trouble and Maria is in the hospital, she won’t stop by like she used to. Gabe installed hunting cameras a few years ago.”

“Did you see anyone lurking around?”

“No. But your return is bound to catch someone off guard. Keep your doors locked and your attention sharp.”

This place had felt like the end of the world when I was a kid. A million miles from the world. I hated that. Now the world had found us. And I hated that more.

“I’ll stay alert.”

“Do you have home protection?” he asked.

“A handgun,” I said. “Not everyone loves public defenders.” Even if I’d had it in the courthouse when Pete attacked, he’d moved his two hundred pounds of muscle lightning fast. I’d never have drawn the gun fast enough.

“Where is it?”

“My bedroom. Nightstand.”

“Loaded?”

“No. But bullets in the drawer beside it.”

“Keep it close.”

“I will.”

For a moment, our easy familiarity shone under seventeen years of dust. Once he’d stared at me with tenderness. Those times weren’t simpler, but they were a little happier. “Did you find anything at the Durant house?”

A faint smile tugged his lips. “You know I can’t tell you that.”

Attorney of record or not, no good cop shared details so early in an investigation. “Thought I’d try.”

The flash of teeth shattered our fleeting connection. “I’m not discussing the evidence with you now.”

“If I take Gabe on as a client?”

“Then I’ll provide what’s mandated by law. When it comes to this case, we aren’t friends.”

“And outside of this case?”

He studied me. “I have fond memories of you. This place. We were good until we weren’t. That’s worth something.”

“Not the sentimental sort, are you?”

Fingers at his side clenched, relaxed. “I hang on to what works and cut loose what doesn’t.”

That stung. “I’ll see you around, Judson.”

“You can count on it, Raine.”


I used to believe . . .

Monsters only live in stories.

But here’s the truth.

They live in the real world, too.

And sometimes . . .

we love them.


Chapter Fourteen

Raine

Sunday, October 18, 2026, 6:00 a.m.

Hale House groaned like an old man riddled with pain. Wind rattled brittle windows, leaked through cracks, and chilled the air.

My face was cold. I burrowed deeper into my blankets. My brain wouldn’t stop buzzing. Last night’s half bottle of wine tempted me from the kitchen, but I needed a clear head today.

So I hovered in the no-man’s-land squeezed between awake and asleep. Finally, I gave up, tossed off the covers. Bare feet touched the cold wooden floor, sending a shock wave through me.

Shivering, I turned on the shower’s hottish tap. The pipes shook and finally sputtered out tepid water. I quickly washed away the hospital. When the heat waned, I shut off the water, stepped into the chill, and toweled off.

From my suitcase, I scrounged up a heavy lime sweater, jeans, and socks. Wet hair, finger combed, draped my shoulders before I twisted it into a knot. Cell in my back pocket, I hurried past sullen ancestors down the narrow back staircase to the kitchen.

Out the window, heavy mist hovered over the back lawn. Something moved in the fog—just a flicker. Seconds passed. I stared. Watched. Judson’s warning of squatters and illegal dump sites reminded me I wasn’t so alone out here.

But the haze steadied and stilled.

From the cabinet, I grabbed fresh coffee grounds, filters, and a clean coffee cup. I’d been too dazed yesterday to wonder who’d stocked the supplies. But now . . .

Edith? Maria? Gabe? No one had known I was returning to Hale House.

The old coffee maker gurgled. Sunlight warmed the kitchen. Outside, the visibility remained low. I filled a cup. Drank half. Bad coffee was a terrible way to start a day. I tossed the remains in the sink.

I slid on my down jacket with a faux-fur collar. Shouldering my purse, I hurried out the front door. I locked it. Double-checked the dead bolt.

In my car, the engine fired. The heat blasted cold air over my damp hair. A headache thudded behind my right eye. From my purse, I grabbed a bottle of aspirin and downed two. I nosed the car toward the gate. The chilled blast of air slowly warmed as I passed through the entry pillars.

The five-mile stretch of the rural two-lane road that looped around the estate was empty. I jammed the accelerator, revving the engine to seventy, barreling past ruby-red and golden trees.

When Maria and I were teenagers, this was our favorite stretch of road. Windows open, air blowing our hair, she’d crank the radio and demand I drive faster. A few times a deputy flashed his lights and pulled me over. But the Hale name was my get-out-of-jail-free card.

“I wish my last name was Hale,” Maria had said.

My father’s sister, Maria’s mother, Rene, had married a Cooper. Hale was Maria’s middle name, but as Mom said, it wasn’t the same. The Hale surname mattered. “Without Hale, Cooper is meaningless.”

I called Gabe.

“Raine.”

“I’m headed to Edith’s house. I’ll pick you up in ten minutes.”

“Raine, Molly had a rough night. She just fell asleep.”

“I’m sorry. But you should see Maria.”

He cleared his throat. “I’ll be at the hospital in an hour.”

I gripped the steering wheel. “Don’t bail on me.”

“I won’t.”

“Don’t be late.”

“I won’t.”

Last night’s time-out in jail should have shaken some sense into him. But Gabe had never connected actions and consequences.

I stopped at a gas station, filled up, and hurried inside to pay. The scent of fresh coffee drew me to a pot. A large cup filled, I turned to the register.

The old man working the counter eyed me. I hadn’t been here in years, but he recognized me. He’d always made it clear he didn’t like the Hales. He’d claimed my father had stiffed him on a car repair bill. He rang me up. I paid and crammed a twenty-dollar bill in the tip cup. If the valley didn’t know I was back, they would soon. I thanked him and left.

This I-64 stretch remained familiar. Navigating the hospital exit, side streets through town, and the parking lot was automatic. I rode the elevator to the ICU unit.

The hospital floor smelled like it had the previous day—antiseptic and fear. An alarm buzzed somewhere on the floor. No one was at the nurses’ station.

I continued to Maria’s room. When I pushed back her curtain, I found an empty bed.

Flowers and cards from coworkers were lined up on the table by the window. The dry-erase patient chart still listed Maria Durant, and the plastic bag filled with her belongings, shredded by emergency room staff, remained bagged and in the corner.

A touch confirmed the rumpled sheets were still warm from Maria’s body. Had I rolled in seconds after she’d coded? Was that lingering alarm for her?

My stomach dropped.

From Dr. Webber’s first call, I hadn’t believed Maria could die. She’d made it to the hospital, and hospitals saved lives, right? Maria was young. Healthy. She would beat this.

This was supposed to be our wake-up call. Maria and I were blood. Thicker than water, right? We’d mend the divide and return to the friendship we’d had as kids.

And now what?

When my father died in the emergency room, devastation and confusion had rushed me. Just two hours earlier, I’d passed him in the kitchen. Newspaper, coffee, buttered toast on a rose china plate set in front of him. He’d smiled. I kissed him, remembered the scent of his aftershave.

The curtain behind me whooshed. Startled, I turned. A short man with thick hair dressed in scrubs was surprised to see me. His name tag read Dan Fitzgerald. A physician’s assistant. I didn’t recall seeing Dan yesterday.

“Who are you?” he asked.

“Raine Hale.” Had he come to erase all traces of Maria? “Where’s Maria Durant?” I demanded.

Dan held up a hand as if calming a wild animal. “She’s been moved to another floor.”

“Why?”

“She doesn’t need to be in ICU. Her vitals are improving.”

Relief arrowed through the numbness. “When did this happen?”

“We just moved her.”

His dispassion checked my fears. “Does anyone know what caused the heart attack?”

“That’s a conversation for Dr. Webber.”

“Right. Okay.” He reached for the bag of Maria’s clothes. I grabbed the cards and flowers. “Can I see Maria?”

“Sure. She should be settled now.”

“Has she woken up?” Facts, even unwelcome ones, were always better than the unknown.

“She’s more responsive. But not fully awake.” His smile waned, faltering. “She’s heading in the right direction.”

“But waking up doesn’t mean recovered.”

He shrugged. “It’s the first step.”

“Mrs. Durant’s husband will be here this morning.” I spoke as if it were certain, but Gabe was hard to gauge. “Will they direct him to her new room?”

“Yes.”

“And the doctor?”

“She’ll be making rounds soon.”

“As in how soon?”

“A half hour if all goes to plan.”

“Thanks.”

I took the bag of clothes from Dan. We rode the elevator down two floors and stepped into a louder, bustling hallway filled with nurses, more family members, and random doctors. This floor wasn’t a tomb. A good thing, right?

I entered her room and carefully set the flowers and cards on the counter by a small sink and lowered the clothes bag to the floor.

Slowly I turned to Maria.

She lay motionless in her bed, no ventilator. A little less pale, I thought. So still. Several seconds passed before I noticed the rise and fall of her chest. When I counted three breaths, I moved closer.

A new dry-erase chart displayed her name: Maria Durant. Hale should have been sandwiched between the two names. She hated it when anyone left it out.

“Looks like you’re improving,” I said to her. Small lies didn’t matter in the greater good.

I shrugged off my jacket and draped it and my purse over a chair. “No more ICU.” And repeating Dan’s words: “Heading in the right direction.”

Her face remained still, her jaw slackened and her skin pale. The faint ring around her mouth left by the ventilator. Honestly, I saw few real signs of improvement. She remained a shadow of who she’d been. No telling if she’d ever fully recover.

A sharp intake of breath behind me. I found Gabe standing at the threshold. His wet hair was slicked back, his cheekbones hollow.

My body blocked his view of Maria, so I moved aside to give him an unfettered look at what he’d been avoiding. He stood still, his eyes unblinking for a few seconds before he approached the bed. A cautious hand reached out. Skin-to-skin contact, warm to cold. His fingers recoiled.

“How is she?” He swallowed, stepped back.

“The PA said better. Doctor should be making rounds soon. Then we can find out more.”

“She doesn’t look anything like herself,” he said.

“When she opens her eyes, she’ll look better.” Another small lie. “How’s Molly this morning?”

“Mom is taking her to the park around lunchtime. We still haven’t told her. But she senses a problem.”

“You’ll have to tell her soon.”

“I know. I will.”

I heard footsteps and hushed voices in the hallway, before I saw Judson and Dr. Webber enter the room. Dark circles smudged under her blue eyes.

Dr. Webber pressed the sanitizer dispenser, worked the gel over her hands.

“Dr. Webber, you remember Maria’s husband, Gabe,” I said.

“Yes, I do.” At a computer station, Dr. Webber pulled up Maria’s record. She studied the screen, trailing her finger down a line of numbers. “Mrs. Durant’s vitals are improving. She was in excellent shape, which is why she’s still alive.”

“Do you know what caused the heart attack?” Judson’s masked expression gave no hint of his thoughts.

“Still waiting on the test results,” Dr. Webber said. “In some cases, we never discover the root cause.”

My five-alarm-fire life had frayed my nerves. Left me short tempered. “What about permanent damage?”

“A scan of her heart shows muscle damage on the left side. But if the rest of her systems come online, she should be able to work around it with modifications.”

“She’s a distance runner,” Gabe said.

“That hobby might have to change,” Dr. Webber said.

“What about brain damage?” I asked. “The lack of oxygen could have caused issues.”

“MRI shows no visible damage. But when she wakes, we’ll know more.”

“You’ve changed her rooms, declared her a little better, but it’s still anyone’s guess,” Gabe said.

At the bedside, Dr. Webber lifted Maria’s eyelids, flashing a penlight over the pupils. Did they react or not? She checked the pulse in her wrist and ankles. Listened with a stethoscope to her chest. “Her heart rate is weak but steady. She’s stable. That’s good.”

Gabe took Maria’s hand. He traced his thumb over her ring finger where her wedding band had been. “Where’s her ring?”

“With her possessions in the bag,” Dr. Webber said.

I reached in the bag, skimmed the slim silver rings in a side pocket, and handed them to him. “It’s here,” I said.

He slipped the small solitaire diamond and slender silver band on his pinkie finger. Absently he touched the diamond.

“Folks,” Dr. Webber said, “too many of you in the room.”

“I’ll leave,” I said before Gabe could speak. “I’ll be outside.”

In the hallway, I inhaled and shoved my hands in my pockets. My phone dinged with a text.

Ken: My people tell me Maria’s heart attack definitely wasn’t natural.

My vision narrowed to the line of text.

Me: How do you know?

Ken: Dr. Webber suspects cyanide poisoning.

Me: Cyanide?

Ken: Small doses can kill over time. But give it to someone with an underlying heart problem—heart attack.

Me: How do you know this?

Ken: I’m that good.

Me: Stay out of it, okay?

Ken: I’m always here for you.


Chapter Fifteen

Raine

Sunday, October 18, 2026, 8:00 a.m.

“Everything all right?” Judson asked.

I pushed my phone in my back pocket. “Ken.”

Curiosity blended with annoyance. “What does he want?”

I dropped my voice and leaned closer. “He said Maria was poisoned.”

A sharp flex rippled along his jawline. “How does he know?”

“He has contacts everywhere. I bet he’s been on the phone with the state lab.”

“Why does he care?”

“Me.”

Judson shook his head. “I haven’t gotten any results.” Fingers flexed. “Tell your husband to stay out of my case.”

“He’s not my husband.”

“Until you sign divorce papers, he is.”

“I’ve signed. The ball is in his court now.”

Judson drew in a sharp breath. Was he jealous? This green-eyed monster was unexpected, satisfying. “Don’t trust that he’s finished with you.”

“I don’t.”

“What does he want?”

“Money, most likely. We’ve sold our Alexandria house. He wants his portion.”

“Why haven’t you sent it?”

“It settles on Friday. And I’m also not sending a dime until he signs the divorce papers. He’s found a half dozen reasons not to. And when he does sign, I’m not obligated to cut the check for ninety additional days.”

“Why does he need the money?”

“Gambling debts, I think.”

“Gambling.”

“Sports. Still loves any game.”

There was no empathy in his expression. “Why did you marry him?”

“His charm is something when it shines. It hit me when I was lonely. When I saw him, I remembered our senior year. First time in a while I’d been happy. He was a part of that. I didn’t learn about the gambling debts until two weeks ago.”

“How did you find out?”

“Ken confessed that a guy he’d owed money to had pressured one of my clients to beat me up. The client was Pete Miller.”

His jaw pulsed. “Ken was behind the attack?”

“Not him. A guy who wanted payment.”

Judson’s eyes sharpened. “How bad was the attack?”

“If the deputies hadn’t pulled him off me, Pete would’ve choked me to death.”

Judson frowned. “The ribs. Your stiff neck.”

“As he was choking me, Pete landed a couple of hard punches.”

“I didn’t know all the details.”

“Not something I wanted to advertise.”

“How did Ken react?”

“He was at the hospital within an hour. He told me not to worry. Said he’d take care of Pete and whoever was behind the attack.”

“And?”

“I was too scattered to process. I actually thanked him. When Ken drove me home, he suggested we give it a second try. I said no. The house had sold. As soon as I was cleared to drive, I packed a bag and moved here.”

“How much is Ken in for?”

“I don’t have a dollar amount. But I’m sure it’s big.”

“If he signs the divorce papers, you’ll cut him a check, and you two are done.”

“That’s the plan. But he confessed the house money would only buy him time.”

“He’s in that deep.”

“I think so.” I drew in a breath. “Regardless, we’re done. The rest is a formality. I’m out of the picture.”

“If he owes big money, you aren’t out of it.”

Ken wasn’t pulling me back. “I’m out.”

“Trouble travels to this county all the time. No walls to keep it out.”

“You don’t see the bright side very often, do you?”

“I see what is.”

I held a sigh. My ribs ached. “I think he’s waiting for my thirty-fifth birthday. He wants a piece of the Hale estate.”

“Is that possible?”

“Not according to my attorney. I wasn’t so crazy in love that I didn’t get him to sign a prenuptial agreement.”

“Not blinded by true love?” he quipped.

“My dad raised me to protect the land.”

“If you should die while you’re still legally married, then what?”

“Molly is my heir.”

“Wills can be challenged.”

“And lawsuits can be filed.”

Several nurses walked past us. I thought about the poison Ken had mentioned. “Do you think Ken is telling the truth about Maria?”

“The tox screens aren’t finished. I don’t know how he could be so sure.”

Someone somewhere knew the results, and Ken had access to them. “Let me know?”

“If I can.”

The alarm on my phone buzzed. “Got to get back to the house. I’ve got a contractor meeting me.”

“On a Sunday?”

“He said he’s slammed. Today’s his only free day.”

“Who?”

“Brad Lawson.”

He nodded, approving. “The Hale name still has magic.”

“No magic. Just a hell of a payday if I opt to renovate the house.”

“Oh, there’s magic in the name. Opens all kinds of doors.”

“Maybe here. But in the rest of the world, it means nothing.”

“If you say so,” he said.

“I want those tox results.”

“I’ll be in touch.”

The hallway was stifling, and I was suddenly anxious to be in the crisp air. I rode the elevator to the parking deck, where the air was heavy with dampness. My boots clicked. A car door opened and closed. I tensed.

Easing into my SUV, I locked the doors.

Pete had smiled when he attacked me. Danger had been in front of me. And I hadn’t seen it. Now, I saw it everywhere.


Chapter Sixteen

Raine

Sunday, October 18, 2026, 11:00 a.m.

The contractor’s large gray truck was parked in front of Hale House. Lawson Contracting. I’d gone to high school with the owner, Brad Lawson. He was two grades behind me and had played JV football. Five years ago, he’d taken over his father’s remodeling business.

If his numbers were reasonable, I’d ask around about references. In a small town, it was hard to hide trouble.

I walked toward his van. Brad unfolded himself out of the driver’s seat. I’d forgotten how tall he was or how massive his shoulders were. Gray hair feathered among the black, and he’d traded a good bit of muscle for fat.

“Brad,” I said.

He grinned. “Miss Hale.” His embrace swallowed me whole, pressed bruised ribs. If I’d wanted out, I couldn’t.

“How are you?”

“Can’t complain.” He loosened his arms. “Dad has fully retired. I run the whole outfit. More work than I know what to do with. But a good problem, right?”

“Thanks for making the time.”

“How could I refuse?” He grabbed a clipboard from the front seat and closed the door. He studied the house. “Been wondering what you’d do with the house. She’s been sitting alone for years.”

“I returned for one quick visit last year.” I’d walked the house, inventoried more decay, and then left. I’d never spent the night in Hale House until this return. “And Maria and Gabe kept an eye on the place.”

His expression dimmed. “How’s she doing? Did she really have a heart attack?”

“That’s what the doctors are saying. She’s a little better. We’re waiting on more tests.”

“Tell her everyone is pulling for her.”

“I’ll do that.” I nodded to the front door. “Ready for the grand tour?”

“I am.”

As we climbed the front staircase, he laid a hand on the banister and gave it a shake. It wobbled several inches left and right. I wasn’t sure if saving this place was affordable or wise. My portion of the Alexandria home sale wouldn’t put a dent in a renovation like this. I’d have to sell land to make this fix happen.

In the entryway, I fiddled with the switch until the light flickered on. Brad pulled out his clipboard and scribbled notes.

“I’m not sure where to start,” I said. “Every room has an issue.”

“The basics is where I’d begin. Roof. Windows. Plumbing. Electric. Paint and wallpaper can wait until the foundation is solid.”

“Fair enough.”

“I’d like to inspect your attic. I noticed you’re missing shingles on the roof. Good to check for leaks and water damage.”

“Lots of snow the previous years.”

“Cold as hell for most of last winter. Here’s hoping this one is milder.”

We climbed the central staircase. The third step from the top creaked badly when Brad’s booted foot stepped on it. “My big feet can put anything to the test.”

“This house isn’t up for any exam.”

We moved past the second floor up a narrow set of stairs that took us to the attic door. When he opened the door and tested the light switch, the bulb didn’t turn on. He unclipped a slim flashlight from his tool belt and clicked it on.

A rustic staircase led to an enormous, unfinished space. Mom or Dad had never bothered to finish it off. They’d said the extra space was unnecessary, but I realized now, they’d struggled with finances for years.

Brad’s beam swept the space from east to west over boxes, crates, and unwanted furniture no one had bothered to toss.

Floorboards creaked.

An animal scurried to a darkened corner. The space smelled of old must and faintly charred timber.

“Smells like fire,” I said.

“Yeah.”

When Maria and I were kids, we escaped up here in the fall and spring when it wasn’t sweltering or icy cold. We’d lay out a blanket, eat lunch, and tell ghost stories—Maria was the master. She spun stories of ghosts and demons inspired by tragic Hale family deaths. An uncle who’d shot and killed himself. A cousin who’d died in a fire she’d set in one of the outbuildings. A drowning in the creek.

We’d rummaged through all the dresser drawers, trunks, and cabinets. I’d found an old pearl necklace in a drawer. Maria unearthed clothes dating back a century.

I flipped open a steamer trunk. Inside, a purple hat with beaded trim. The last time I’d seen this hat, Maria had been wearing it. She loved our grandmothers’ hats.

Brad was watching me. “Maria loves hats.”

“She sure does.”

“It was nice you gave her a place on the property.”

“I wanted to do right by her.”

Brad’s brow furrowed. He motioned me over and lifted his beam to blackened and cracked rafters.

“Looks like you did have a fire here,” he said.

“I don’t remember one. Rumor had it we had a distant cousin who liked to play with matches. Do you have any idea when? The house is almost two hundred years old.”

Amy had once asked about the attic door. She’d been so curious. I’d told her it wasn’t safe. Nothing of value remained. She’d accepted my explanation—but I suspected she’d come up here when she was alone with Mom.

“Not that old,” he said. “In the last year, I’d say.”

“What caused it?”

“Hard to say. Ignition point is where the wall meets the floor. Soot patterns rise high. But the burn patterns are only a few inches.”

“Small fire. Big smoke.”

“Someone extinguished the flames quickly.”

“Any theories?”

“Could be electrical, a lightning strike, or a vagrant trying to keep warm.”

An intruder churned worries—strangers in my house. “Someone was up here?”

“It happens.”

He opened a knife and dug into the charred wood. “I’ll get on the roof and check for signs of a lightning strike. But I think this fire started inside.”

Lightning was the most comforting theory. Better a big storm than faulty wiring or a trespasser.

“I won’t know about the wiring until I open the walls. It’s not the outlets I worry about, but what’s behind the walls.”

“Open the walls?”

“If we do this renovation right, the walls should be stripped to the studs and then we rip the wiring and plumbing out. Start anew. A patchwork system is just asking for trouble.”

“Cha-ching, Brad.”

“Old houses always have surprises.” He tapped his clipboard against his thigh. “I can give you three prices. Bronze, silver, and gold. And we can do the work in stages.”

“Work up a bid, and we’ll talk.”

“Might be a week or so.”

“No rush.”

“Mind if I poke around the house a little longer? Bathrooms, kitchen, basement.”

“I’ll be in the kitchen. Take your time.”

“Good to have you back, Raine.”

The jury was still out on that one. “Thanks, Brad.”


Chapter Seventeen

Judson

Sunday, October 18, 2026, 6:00 p.m.

I scrolled through my contacts until I found the private number for the state forensic department director. We’d swapped numbers last year at a law enforcement conference when we’d discussed a potential panel.

I’d never called the director at home before. But I needed answers.

“Judson?” His voice was slightly slurred—Sunday beers at a backyard barbecue, if I had to guess.

“You’ve been talking to Ken Watson about my case.” Subtlety wasn’t in me now.

Silence. He was calculating, scrambling a defense. Being two months from retirement, he wasn’t worried about the job—just his pension. “He’s represented a few of our guys in court. Saved them from a bad outcome. He called in a favor.”

Ken had earned loyalty the old-fashioned way. Saving asses. “Ken isn’t associated with the case. And I don’t have the tox screens yet.”

“A technician should’ve called you this morning.”

“No one called.” I leaned back, eyes on a cheap print of the Virginia mountains, inherited with the office. I’d kept it because it filled the space. “Not yet. Why don’t you fill me in, since you’ve already briefed Ken?”

“Ken doesn’t have the final report.”

“But you do?”

“Just got it.”

“And?”

“I’m at home. I don’t have the results in front of me.”

“But you can give me an overview.”

A sigh leaked over the laughter of others in the background. The squeak of a chair and then the sense he was moving to a more private spot. “Maria Hale Cooper Durant’s system had toxic levels of hydrogen cyanide.”

I leaned forward. Cyanide. “She was poisoned.”

“Yes. We found traces of the same substance on the two wineglasses your team collected from the Durant house.”

“Both glasses? Her husband showed no symptoms.”

“He probably didn’t ingest much—if at all. Bigger guy. More body fat. Her glass was empty. She’s smaller, very lean.”

“Maria Durant collapsed at the sink. She could’ve dumped her glass out.”

“You might be right. You’ll have to ask her when she wakes up.”

“Any other test details I need to be aware of?”

“That’s the big one. DNA found on and in her body is still being tested.”

“Okay. Send me the final report as soon as you can.”

“Sure.”

“Unless you hear from me, Ken isn’t to be consulted. He knows Maria and Gabe Durant.” I already considered the marriage done.

“Right.” The way he dragged out the word suggested the fact had landed hard. “You’re my point of contact.”

“Thanks, Doc.”

I ended the call, grabbed my hat, and informed the agents I was headed back to the hospital.

When I arrived on Maria’s floor, I stopped at the nurses’ station and asked for Dr. Webber to call me.

In Maria’s room, I pushed back the curtain and found Raine sitting at her side. She was reading her phone and chatting to Maria as if they were getting coffee. When she saw me, she locked her phone and rose.

“I wasn’t expecting to see you,” I said. “Thought you were meeting with the contractor.”

“I did. He’s adding up the enormous numbers.” She shook her head. “It doesn’t feel like such a big priority. What brings you here? Everything all right?”

“I have an appointment with Dr. Webber.”

“Why?”

“When I can tell you, I will.”

Raine’s gaze drifted to her cousin’s pale face. Though Maria was unconscious, Raine seemed to be mindful that she might still hear what was said.

“Maria was poisoned, wasn’t she?”

“I’ll leave you with Maria,” I said.

Distance helped. Or so I told myself. I thought I’d left Raine in the past, but ever since she’d come back, the old mistakes, joys, kept replaying. Back when I was obsessed with football, I’d been unprepared for anything resembling an adult relationship. I was now older, supposedly wiser, but I wasn’t feeling more prepared.

“I don’t like this,” she said.

“No one does.” I left the room.

Dr. Webber strode toward me. Dark-rimmed glasses magnified steady blue eyes, nonplussed by my arrival. “Agent Blackwood. What can I do for you?”

I lowered my voice. “I just spoke to the state lab. Maria Durant was poisoned. There were high levels of cyanide in her blood.”

Her breath caught. “That would cause dizziness, headache, and in extreme cases heart attack.”

“I’m telling you because it may influence Maria’s treatment.”

“I’ll run more blood work and check the levels. Cyanide can linger in the system.” She sighed. “There’s another complication. She has a faulty heart valve. The issue wasn’t in her medical records.”

“Undiagnosed?”

“Exactly. If this hadn’t happened, she might have lived for years without symptoms.”

“What’s that mean for her recovery?”

“A healthy, functioning heart could have withstood this. With her situation, I don’t know.”

“Options?”

“The damage is done. However, her vitals are stronger this morning. She’s not awake, but her body is trying to recover.”

“She could still die?”

“Plenty can still go wrong. I’ll know more after the next round of scans.”

“Thanks, Doc.”

When I turned, Raine stood outside Maria’s room—arms folded, that polite, brittle smile she wore when she was stressed. Back then, it had made me feel helpless. Still did.

Raine walked toward me. Her face was scrubbed clean, her hair pulled back in a thick ponytail just as it was when we dated.

“You get it all squared away?” she asked.

“I did.”

“I spoke to Dr. Webber an hour ago. Maria is stable, but it’s anyone’s guess if she fully recovers.”

“Okay.”

“You aren’t going to tell me what’s going on?”

“No.” I shifted. “Ken stuck his nose too deep into this investigation.”

“He wants something unrelated to Maria. Give it a day or two, and he’ll show his hand.” Fists in her pockets, she took a step away from the room.

“Keep me posted on Ken,” I said.

“Sure.”

“Not a request, Raine.”

A small, careful grin. “I didn’t think so. If I find out anything worthwhile, you’ll be my first call.”

Her gait was slightly uneven as she walked toward the elevators. When the doors opened, she stepped inside and pressed the button. She didn’t look up as the doors closed.


I used to believe . . .

Silence meant peace,

and trouble had to shout or bleed.

But here’s the truth.

Trouble can skim under the surface.

A snake, waiting to strike.

A shark, circling unseen.

A person, planning.

Silence isn’t peace.

Silence is preparation.


Chapter Eighteen

Raine

Sunday, October 18, 2026, 8:00 p.m.

Ever since I was a child, I’d sensed that the dead lingered at Hale House. Generations of loss had scarred the house—and the blood-soaked land beneath it. No renovation would ever change that.

After the orange-red sun had dipped behind the mountains, the sky darkened to ink and the moon struggled against the black. The air shifted, charged. Mom called this the time for fairies and demons.

My headlights carved a single path down the long driveway toward Hale House. Gravel cracked under my tires.

I cut the engine in front of Hale House. Night surged in. Groceries in one hand, phone flashlight in the other, I stepped into the cold air, breathing in the sharp, green scent of boxwoods lining the front.

My collar up, I walked around the side of the house. Moonlight trailed freshly cut grass tunneling a path through tall weeds toward the family cemetery.

Each step forward felt like a funeral march. My grandfather’s stone marker was the largest in the graveyard. He’d lived eighty years, and his roots had burrowed deep in the community. My father’s stone was almost as big, and so was his funeral. Dad’s legacy had been cut short by a sudden death that had rattled peers only just beginning to reckon with mortality.

My mother’s service had been small. A dozen old friends from before she’d become ill. Most hadn’t seen her in years and were lured here by loyalty.

I gripped the cemetery’s cold wrought iron. Old hinges resisted. After a harder shove, they groaned open. I stepped inside.

That day, Maria, Gabe, Amy, Judson, and Ken had huddled around me as I stood at Mom’s fresh grave. The minister spoke a few words. I didn’t. The service was over almost before it had begun.

Amy hugged me. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

I patted her on the back. Felt nothing. No grief, sadness, or loss. If anything, just relief. I’d imagined this moment for years. I thought Mom would never pass. And just like that she was gone.

“Thank you,” I said. I turned to the minister and offered more thanks.

“Of course. I admired your parents.” He was in his mid-sixties. Thick white hair. Deep lines around his eyes.

A squeeze of my hand and he walked away.

Amy approached. “Do you want me to stay?”

“I’m fine. Thank you.” I’d never lived in Hale House alone.

“I don’t mind hanging out for a few more days.” Amy’s hair was a softer blond now, and bangs skimmed her forehead like mine.

“I’m fine. Thank you.” As far as I was concerned, her job here was finished.

Amy looked disappointed but didn’t argue. She had packed up her belongings in an old suitcase I’d given her. She was catching a ride back to town with Gabe. “Okay.”

“Thank you for all your help.”

“Of course. I loved this house. Your mom.”

Maybe true about the house. But Mom had been too difficult for anyone to love this last year.

As Amy walked away, Maria came up to me and handed me a beer. “She looks so much like you. It’s weird.”

I’d noticed the resemblance. But I needed help, and if mimicking me kept Amy on the job, okay.

“From a distance, I can’t tell you two apart,” Maria said.

I took a long swig. “Really?”

Judson, Gabe, and Ken were clustered under an oak tree. They appeared deep in conversation. “It doesn’t matter now.”

Maria had been fixated on Amy since the beginning. “It’s weird.”

“Why do you care?” I asked.

“I worry about you.”

“I’m fine.”

She picked at the label on her beer bottle. “She was into Judson and Gabe.”

“I never saw it.”

“I think Amy and Judson slept together,” Maria said.

My grip tightened around the beer bottle’s neck. Judson and I hadn’t slept together for a month. I missed him. But his focus was zeroed in on the future. My demands for time had only pushed him away.

I glanced at him. As if sensing me, he looked back. Shadows deepened the lines around his eyes. Regret? Sadness? I couldn’t read his expression.

“Who’s saying this?” I asked.

“Everyone.”

Annoyance snapped. “Since when do you care about everyone?”

A shrug. “Hard to ignore.”

“I don’t believe it.” But the picture was painted now. Even if I erased it, the faint outline would always remain.

“Look, I’m sorry,” Maria said. “I shouldn’t have said anything. But I hate the whispers. Family has each other’s back.”

“Right.”

“You believe me, don’t you?”

“I need to talk to Judson.”

But I never got the chance. Ken asked Judson for a ride into town. Judson agreed. Amy went with them. No kiss. No touch. Just a glance, and they were gone before I could think what to say.

After Maria and Gabe left, I opened another fresh beer and wandered toward the cemetery. The mound of dirt was still fresh. The large marker already had Mom’s name on it—just needed her date of death.

One day, I’d be here, too.

An owl hooted, shaking me from my memories. I knelt on the grass by my parents’ graves. “Here we are again. Our dysfunctional family back together.”

Now that I was almost thirty-five, the Hale legacy weighed heavier than ever.

“I think about you both. Not every day, but sometimes.” A wind rustled through the trees. “Ever wonder how we’d be now? Maybe a few beers, and we’d be laughing.”

Maybe not.

Fingers traced the cold, smooth headstone. I rose and brushed grass from my jeans.

My gaze followed the cut path back to the house.

The first floor was dark. Upstairs, that random light blinked on again. I waited for it to go out.

It didn’t.

I walked to the back door, paused, and listened for any sound inside. The silence deepened. I opened the door.

The upstairs light trickled down the back staircase. I flipped on the kitchen switch. Nothing. I moved it up and down several times before bulbs flicked on.

I stood at the base of the back staircase. “Hello?”

The light upstairs went out.

Darkness swallowed the silence.


Chapter Nineteen

Raine

Monday, October 19, 2026, 6:30 a.m.

I woke to the house’s death rattle—clanking pipes, rattling windows, and creaking stairs around me.

Houses are living creatures. If cared for, they can last for centuries. If ignored or neglected, they decay within years. Hale House wasn’t dead yet—but she was dying. She was stronger than modern homes, but if I didn’t commit to her, she’d collapse in my lifetime.

Several times, I swore someone was walking up and down the main staircase. Glancing around the unfamiliar spare room, I stood. My old bedroom was packed with too many memories, so I’d selected this one. But the strangeness—the rose wallpaper, Sheraton bedroom set, and window overlooking the back of the property—was unsettling.

The stairs creaked. Step after step climbed each riser.

When I was a little girl, my mother assured me there were no ghosts in Hale House. No specters climbed the stairs every night. I’d clung to her words each time I sat up in my bed and counted the invisible footsteps.

But as Mom was dying, the rasping stairs had turned menacing. They had troubled her deeply. I’d had to assure her that old houses made noises.

“Nothing to worry about,” I said.

“I lied to you,” Mom whispered as she gripped my hand. “I don’t know who walks those stairs every night.”

I’d dismissed her fears. She had dementia. She was always confused after sunset.

But whatever armor I’d built up in the old days had long fallen away. I’d forgotten how unnerving these sounds could be after dark.

“Okay, ghosts,” I said. “Get in line with the others from my past.”

Clicking on a light, I climbed out of bed.

The air chilled my hot skin. Perspiration had flattened my hair. A fever? In and out of the hospital—catching a bug wasn’t a surprise.

Cold floors seeped through wool socks.

The weather apps called for frostier days. Like it or not, snow would soon paper over all the decay.

I’d found my high school sweatshirt folded in a dresser drawer last night. I slid it over my T-shirt and sweats.

In the hallway, I looked left toward my parents’ room. I pictured the bed still stripped as it had been shortly after Mom’s death.

At the other end of the hallway was Amy’s old room. Between the two, my childhood room and another spare.

Down the back staircase, I entered the kitchen. Lights on, I crossed to the coffee maker, set it up with the fresh grounds, and pressed start.

By this time of day, I’d normally have returned from the gym and be dressed for work. I’d bemoaned the grind, but oddly I missed the distraction of bail-skipping clients and the biased judges.

Now I had a blank calendar.

This awkward, in-between time would pass. Lucky, I supposed, that I’d arrived right before Maria had collapsed. If not for Ken and the attack, I wouldn’t have been here. My life would have remained on autopilot with no destination other than a possible vacation in the Bahamas.

But I was here. And one way or another, Hale House and I had to deal with each other.

In the fog, the whiteness shifted. I looked closer. Trespassers were a real and present danger.

I opened the back door. Cold puckered my skin and curled my toes. The mist rippled like a stone in still waters.

Whatever was out there was moving fast. Anxiety tugged. The idea that I’d have to deal with the dangerous unknown made me dread the day less.

And then, a herd of deer suddenly raced across the lawn. My bowstring-tight nerves eased. I smiled at my crazy imagination.

A long run was the best way to wring out my frustrations. But the heavy morning fog obscured too much, and I wasn’t feeling up to it. A day or two off was a good thing, I’d heard.

I made toast, smeared it with butter, and then moved to the table. As I slowly ate, I opened my phone. With no Wi-Fi, my data was sluggish, and websites and apps loaded very slowly. Another frustrating reminder that I’d been ejected from my old life.

My attention returned to the backyard. The fog had melted, leaving faint wisps and a clearer view of the rolling green lawn and the cemetery in the distance.

“I don’t suppose you want me here,” I said to the house. “You’ve been on your own for a long time. I’ve ignored you. And now my ungrateful self is back, my tail tucked between my legs.”

Another deer dashed across the backyard. It was a young buck who paused mid-stride and stared toward the house. He rushed the patio window, coming so close I flinched. And then three other deer followed and the four ran toward the woods.

I was the trespasser now.

My phone dinged with a text.

Ken: How are you doing?

Little texts like this hadn’t bothered me right after the attack. Now they came too frequently, as if we were still close.

Me: I’m good.

Ken: Can I see you?

Me: Not now.

A pause.

Ken: I’m here for you.

He knew when to push and when to pretend that he didn’t have a dog in the fight. But he always had an agenda.

I dumped the last of my coffee and tossed uneaten toast in the trash. Up the back staircase, I showered under lukewarm water that left a chill feathering through my body.

Water off, I towel-dried and coiled my hair. I chose black fitted pants, a bold blue sweater with a delicate V-neck, and chunky ankle boots. The finisher was a leather jacket.

When my phone rang, and the hospital number appeared, I braced. “Raine Hale.”

“This is Dr. Webber. Your cousin is awake.”

“Awake? How is she?”

“Confused. Moving slow. But she’s alert.”

“Have you called her husband?”

“Yes. He says he’s on his way.”

“So am I.”

Maria was awake. This, I hoped, was going to be a good day. A celebration. I hoped.


Chapter Twenty

Raine

Monday, October 19, 2026, 8:00 a.m.

I parked in the hospital garage, nerves frayed, stomach hollow. The drive back and forth to the hospital had become a grim loop. Out of my car, I inhaled crisp, damp air.

Footsteps echoed behind me. I spun, hand slipping into my purse toward my pepper spray. Judson. He stood too close behind me.

“Dr. Webber called you?” I asked.

“She did.”

No uniform—dark pants, a white shirt, a leather jacket, black cowboy boots, a .45 holstered on his hip. The only uniform I’d seen him wear had been on game day. Football came with a scholarship dream he’d chased without loving the sport, but he still hit like a sledgehammer.

“She said she called Gabe. He should be on his way.”

“Any word from Ken?” he asked.

“He’s still checking in.”

A muscle jumped in his jaw. Ken was a raw nerve. Our footsteps fell in toward the elevators. “Why?”

“That’s the big question.”

“Any trouble at Hale House?” he asked.

“The usual moans and groans. Odd being back. I’m sleeping in the spare room.” The admission slipped out.

He shook his head and pressed the elevator button. “A renovation won’t be pretty. You should sell the land to a developer and walk away.”

I pictured Hale House as a neighborhood country club—family portraits spying on strangers, champagne spills on the carpets, condensation rings darkening on antique tables, and the cemetery surrounded by a sea of new homes.

“Let’s see what the damage is,” I said.

The elevator slid open. As we stepped in, his scent caught me—cheap citrus-scented soap. It yanked me back to a fall night in the barn, naked on an itchy wool blanket, believing we had forever.

“What aren’t you telling me?” I asked.

His eyes narrowed. “What’s that mean?”

“Jaw’s set. You’re wound tighter than usual.”

A small careful smile didn’t stick. “I’m always tense.”

“This is more so than normal.”

“We aren’t kids anymore. There’s more at stake.”

“Maria is awake. Good news. Still, you look worried.”

“Because someone poisoned her.”

The words sat between us as the car hummed upward. My mind drifted back to the summer before senior year. I’d just returned from a year in Montana when Maria had reintroduced me to Judson. A double date with Gabe.

I’d worn a short, full flowery dress, cowboy boots, and a thick stack of bracelets—already listing reasons to leave early if my date was a dud. When I’d arrived at the diner, there was no sign of Maria or Gabe.

But Judson had been waiting by the front door. Faded jeans, a clean sweatshirt, sneakers, a white T-shirt, and cheeks still flushed from a morning practice session. He had the best posture of anyone I’d ever met. And in a high school world of slouches and mumbles, it was hot.

“Delivery guy?” I teased.

He smiled. “Lawn girl?”

The memory dissolved as the elevator slowed. “Tell me what you know.”

“Let’s talk to the doctor first,” he replied, “then we’ll visit with Maria.”

The doors opened to the lobby. “Right.” His annoyance pleased me. “It’s how I make my living,” I added.

“Me too. But in this situation, I do the asking.”

“I’m Gabe’s lawyer. I have the same rights.”

“You have an agreement with Gabe?”

“I do.” A small lie, but if this turned into a case, Gabe would need my help.

As we crossed the lobby, he modified his gait so I could keep up. I was a runner and moved quickly, but matching muscled legs attached to a six-foot-six frame wasn’t easy.

On Maria’s floor, Dr. Webber was at the nurses’ station. When she saw us, she moved around the counter toward us.

“Thank you for calling.” I was blood family; my standing trumped his. “Is Gabe here?”

“Not yet.” Dr. Webber jabbed a pen back into the front breast pocket of her lab coat.

Had the doctor’s call woken him? Had he stayed up late talking to his mother or watching his daughter sleep? Had he drunk too much in front of the television texting the alleged girlfriend? I liked Gabe, but he hadn’t eased any of my worries.

“Can you give me an update before he arrives?”

The doctor shifted her focus to me. “Your cousin woke up about two hours ago. She was groggy and confused. Some of that has eased, but she’s still weak.”

“Does she know her name, date, where she is?” I asked.

“Time will tell, but her basic cognitive skills appear to be intact. She’s asking for her daughter.”

“That’s a good sign,” I said.

“Has she asked for her husband?” Judson asked.

“Just her daughter. And you.” Dr. Webber glanced at Judson. Her expression, a tad too stoic, was the kind a person donned when they wanted their big secret to stay . . . secret.

Judson’s expression didn’t change, but he was as practiced at keeping his cards close as I was. A man couldn’t slip into undercover work and pretend without being able to lie convincingly.

“What are you two not telling me?” I asked.

Dr. Webber looked at Judson.

His jaw pulsed. Brown eyes settled on me. “Let’s see Maria. We’ll talk after.”

Imaginary doors slammed closed around him. When Judson was focused, he locked out everyone. And even when I’d been in his little circle, I never felt truly included. Sex—always good—kept us together. We were young, new, and desperate for a release. After the tether had snapped, we drifted back to our lonely corners. Our last real bonding moment—in the sack—had been early spring. He’d softly told me he loved me as I dozed. Later, I’d wonder if his words were real or imagined.

I moved toward Maria’s room, glancing at my empty hands. Should I have brought something? She liked sunflowers and daisies, but it hadn’t occurred to me until now. I pushed back the curtain and found the nurse checking Maria’s IV.

Maria’s eyes found me as I stepped in. “Amy. I’m sorry.”

The name and apology caught me off guard. I supposed near death had a way of confusing a person. I resisted the urge to look behind me for Amy. “No. It’s not Amy. It’s Raine.”

“Raine.” Her still, dry throat crumpled my name into ragged bits.

Maria and I had not spoken in a year. Our last conversation had been an argument. She’d hung up on me.

I leaned forward and kissed her on the forehead. “Your cousin. Your least favorite family member.”

She studied me closely, searching, and then recognition. “The great shrinking Hale family.”

Clinging to an old grudge didn’t matter now. Maria was right: There weren’t many Hales left. “Glad to have you back.”

She closed her eyes. Moistened her lips. “Not sure about that. Feels like an elephant is sitting on my chest.”

The words dwindled like a hose running out of water. “It’s going to take time. You suffered a heart attack.”

“That doesn’t make sense,” she said.

Not the time for detailed conversations. “You might have an underlying heart condition,” I added. “A combination of the Hale and Cooper heart problems.”

“Of course.” Now free of the intubation tube, she rasped. “Gabe?”

“He’s on his way. He’s making sure Molly gets her breakfast.”

“Is she okay?”

“She’s fine and with Edith. She doesn’t know about all this. We thought it better to wait and see.”

“Good.”

A grin teased my lips. “Now that you’re awake, it’s a matter of time before you are up and about.”

“For a long-distance run?”

I smiled. “Not today. Maybe tomorrow.” Her pale body and limbs looked as if they’d already atrophied.

“All I remember is the pain in my chest. My knees buckling.”

“It was sudden.”

Maria swallowed. “I’m sorry.”

“About what?”

“The lawsuit.” She fell silent and then: “Gabe’s idea. I shouldn’t have gone along.”

Gabe. I knew he was lying.

“We’ll talk about it later.”

Dr. Webber stepped forward and introduced herself. “Do you remember any other symptoms before the heart attack?”

“A headache,” Maria said. “But I’ve had a lot lately.”

“Anything else?”

“My chest cramped like a vise.”

Judson stood by the curtained door—his silence magnifying his presence. Moody, silent stares were his superpower.

“Nothing earlier in the day?” the doctor asked. “Arm pain? Lower back discomfort?”

Maria looked at me. “Can I get a little water?”

The doctor agreed to a few swallows. I filled a cup by her bed with cool water in the bathroom. When I placed the straw by her cracked lips, she sipped.

Judson stepped forward. “You and Gabe had dinner right before you collapsed.”

Her head turned to him. Recognition flashed. “Judson. It’s turning into old home week.”

That teased a smile on his lips. “The band is almost back together.”

“Those were good days,” Maria said.

Judson shifted back to the topic. “What did you eat for dinner the other night?”

There was a curious look in Maria’s eyes. “Pasta. Molly loves pasta.”

“And?”

“Bread. Salad. Wine.”

“Who cooked?” he asked.

“I did.” She winced as her bruised ribs expanded with a breath. Gabe had saved her with clumsy chest compressions that had kept her alive long enough until the paramedics arrived. “Saying my cooking almost killed me?”

“No,” Judson said gently. “Just testing your memory.”

The curtains drew back, and Gabe entered the room. His face was flushed, his hair rustled. No doubt he was fueled by adrenaline and fear.

Gabe crossed the room to Maria. Carefully, as if she were made of delicate tissue paper, he took her hand. “God, I’ve been so worried about you.”

A smile flickered across her lips. “Molly?”

“She’s good. Mom’s taking her to the park today.”

“Edith will buy her ice cream. She’ll be wired and won’t sleep well tonight.”

“It’s okay. They can have a little fun.” Gabe kissed her on the lips.

“You always say that.” Her eyes narrowed, held his for a beat, and then closed. “You spoil her.”

“I want to spoil you now.”

Maria sighed as if she wanted to believe her husband. But we all knew Gabe had made promises he hadn’t kept. “That would be nice.”

Dr. Webber stepped forward. “My patient has had all she can take for now. Everyone out of the room.”

“I just arrived,” Gabe said.

Dr. Webber shook her head. “Come back later.”

I laid my hand on Gabe’s arm. “We’ll return.”

Maria smiled, eyes still closed. “Listen to Raine. She’s always right.”

Gabe kissed her on the forehead and then straightened. His eyes glistened with unshed tears. “I love you.”

Maria hesitated. Hard to say if it was exhaustion, pain, or something else. “I love you, too.”

We all left—lingered outside Maria’s room. “No visitors until much later today,” Dr. Webber said. “She needs rest.”

“Of course,” I said.

Gabe’s head bobbled. “I’ll be back later.”

“Call before you come,” Dr. Webber said. “I’m ordering tests today.”

“What kind of tests?” I asked.

“Scans, blood work, MRI.”

Gabe nodded. “I need to get back to Molly.”

Dr. Webber walked Gabe to the elevator, but I didn’t follow. Was he really behind the lawsuit? He seemed barely able to process what was happening now.

When the doors closed, I turned to Judson. “Is this about tests? What’s going on?”

“Just being cautious,” Judson said.

There was more. “Good public defenders can sniff out lies.”

“Have I ever lied to you?” Judson asked.

“Brutally honest is your style, but that isn’t an answer.”

“Why do you think Maria called you Amy? What did she have to be sorry for?”

“She wasn’t very kind when Amy worked as Mom’s caregiver. She didn’t like her living in Hale House. She saw Amy was using my clothes and makeup. Amy was copying me when she worked in the house.”

“More than that. She was turning into your look-alike.”

“She was a teenager with no family. She was searching for an identity.”

“That didn’t bother you?”

“I took it as a backhanded compliment.”

The lines in his face deepened. “Why did you let Amy live in Hale House?”

A sigh rushed from me. “Her nights and weekends at the house helped me get out and live a little. And yes, it gave her time to go through my stuff. I knew when she tried on my clothes. When my perfume had been sprayed. My jewelry worn. But I wasn’t attached to much in that house. All those things were symbols of a crumbling family.”

“You never talked about your mother much.”

“It wouldn’t have mattered. You were focused on your future, and no one had a rescue net big enough to save me.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. Your job wasn’t to be my life raft. You were a kid, barely keeping your own head above water.”

“I thought I let you down.”

The weight of unspoken emotions deepened the lines on his face. “No. The exact opposite. I’d have gone insane without you.”

He frowned as he always had, entirely, with every muscle in his body.

“Don’t take us personally,” I said. “We were already headed our separate ways. I didn’t want to dump more on your back.”


Chapter Twenty-One

Pete Miller

Monday, October 19, 2026, 11:00 a.m.

Pete Miller sat across from his court-appointed attorney. A middle-aged guy. Gut draping over a cheap, rumpled suit. Thinning hair. Didn’t smell like exotic perfume. His handwriting wasn’t neat and precise.

He’d hit the lottery when Raine Hale had taken his case. She didn’t have the talent to save him jail time—not even God could after what he’d done. But Raine was one of the best. She’d argue that his ex’s bones had healed. The bruises had faded. No scars on the outside. A jury would have listened to the polished, perfect Raine. She’d have found a way to shave time from his sentence.

Pete never dreamed about the ex. He’d already forgotten what she looked like.

But Raine . . .

He dreamed about her nightly. He imagined stroking her soft skin. Kissing her lips. Hearing her moan.

Touching her had become an obsession.

And he had.

Too much. Too fast. Too violent.

In those seconds when her pulse throbbed wildly against his hands, he’d felt alive. Her bright eyes fixated on him. They were one.

And then it was over.

He missed Raine Hale.

“Am I getting bail?” he asked.

The loser attorney, who looked too stupid to walk and chew gum at the same time, glanced at his notes. “There’s a path.”

“I’ll do anything.”


Chapter Twenty-Two

Raine

Monday, October 19, 2026, 12:00 noon

I turned off the main road, the ache in my upper back sharpening as I passed Hale House’s brick pillars. Turns out strangulation can mess up the vertebrae in your upper spine.

The gravel drive snaked past a line of ancient oaks, their branches knitting overhead like dark ribs.

As I crested the hill, I spotted a dark sedan parked in front of Hale House. I recognized the car—Ken’s.

My fingers tightened around the steering wheel. I parked beside his driver’s-side door. Phone pressed to his ear, he stared off toward a grove of trees. Looking toward me, he grinned and motioned that he’d be another moment.

Show up unannounced. Keep me waiting. So Ken.

Out of the car, I rolled stiff shoulders and strode up to the front door, not glancing back. I wasn’t in the mood to be polite or second-guess motives.

“Hey!” Ken shouted as he followed. “No hug?”

I faced him. “Out of hugs, Ken. What do you want?”

He always looked good. Hair styled with crisp edges, nails cut neat and buffed, suits that molded to his fit body. He would age well, I realized. Even at eighty, he’d find a way to stand out.

Ken ducked his head, his gaze upward like a contrite child’s. “I’m concerned about you.”

“Ken, please, it’s been a long couple of days. Cut to the chase.”

“You were attacked three weeks ago. I’m worried about you.”

His charm offensives were indeed a work of art.

“Pete is posting bail.” His voice was flat, his gaze lingering on my face.

“When?”

“In a few hours.”

Fear clawed at my frayed nerves. “Bail was set at a half million dollars.”

“You know how the system works.”

I did. I’d worked it for years. “I should’ve been notified immediately.”

Ken took a step closer, the faint scent of woodsy aftershave clinging to his jacket. “Again, the system doesn’t always work.”

My gaze skimmed past him. The headache pounded harder.

Hands slid into his pockets. “This wasn’t meant to be a gotcha moment, Raine. I thought you should know.”

“You could’ve called.”

“Bigger than a phone conversation.”

“I’d have handled it.”

His grin widened. “Maybe. But I thought you deserved more.”

“I don’t from you.”

He dipped his head, looking remorseful. A classic Ken move. “I’m not a choirboy, Raine. But I do care about you. I want you safe.”

What hidden agenda lurked under the words? “I’m fine. Thank you for checking in.”

“No signs of Pete?”

The mists had shifted this morning. Steps creaked. “Unless he has a rocket, it takes three hours to drive here.”

He glanced at the chipped paint on the siding. “The old place is looking a little rough.”

“Never good to insult a woman’s appearance.”

He grinned. “What’re you going to do with her?”

“Don’t know.”

“How could you not know? Selling is the only choice. She’s nothing but trouble.”

So was he. “Ken, thank you for stopping. Have a safe drive back to Northern Virginia.”

“There was a time when all we did was laugh.”

He could make me laugh. And so wet. I remembered our first purchase for the Alexandria house—a coffee table so new the sales tag still dangled from the side. He’d ordered me to sit on it. Scoot to the edge. The quiet order had been thrilling. So, I did. Then, as instructed, I lay back and put my hands over my head. He pulled off my shorts and pressed my legs apart. His hungry stare raked over me. When he shoved inside me, I’d come almost instantly.

The feeling had been intoxicating.

And then reality rushed us. Jobs, stress, the dull days of marriage that followed. He spent more time on the road. And then the text messages.

“It’s done, Ken. Thanks again for coming.”

“I’m staying in town for a few days. I’ve checked into the hotel on Route 250.”

“Why?”

“I’m worried. A woman, a good friend of mine, your cousin, was poisoned. Pete Miller. I want to make sure you’re safe.”

“It’s Judson’s case.”

“Yeah, well, a little backup doesn’t hurt anyone.”

“You aren’t a cop.”

“I have more connections than he does.”

There’d always been a one-upmanship between Ken and Judson. Less for Judson, maybe because Ken was aware he’d come in second. “I’ll leave it to you gentlemen.”

I opened the front door. Hinges squeaked as I closed it. I waited for the sound of Ken’s footsteps crossing the porch—for his engine to fire. Silence said he lingered, waiting for what, I didn’t know. I hid in the house, and shadows wrapped around me.

I’d lived a coward’s life. Too afraid to demand Judson pay attention to me in high school. Too selfish to ask Amy why she was copying my appearance. Too afraid to confront Ken until it was impossible not to.

Steady footsteps crossed the front porch. A car engine revved. The relief was temporary. Just knowing he was in town meant I would see him again.

I climbed the stairs to my room and changed into jeans and a sweatshirt. Down the hallway, I moved to my old bedroom and opened my closet, filled with stale and dusty air. Odd to see clothes hanging on racks where I’d left them seventeen years ago.

The Hale estate trust had settled quickly. I was the sole heir. The estate had covered my education and supplied me with some monthly spending money. But the bulk remained in reserve for land taxes.

When I left after high school graduation, I thought I’d return by the winter holiday break. But as the time approached, I found excuses not to. My few drive-by visits had always lasted less than an hour.

Now my thirty-fifth birthday was Wednesday. A date that had seemed so distant once was days away. Five hundred acres of land, a crumbling house, and debts would all be mine.

I rooted around on the closet floor. Dusty sandals. Riding boots from when we still had horses. Junior prom heels—silver with thin straps I’d worn with a blue designer dress.

Beyond the heels, my fingers skimmed the red waterproof waders that had sat untouched since high school. Dried dirt still clung to the heels. The last time I’d worn these, I’d been hiking to the creek bed where Judson and I had found Mom’s body.

Downstairs, I set them by the kitchen’s back door. I made a peanut butter sandwich and grabbed a water bottle from the refrigerator. As I ate, I looked out across the field toward the path that led to Edith’s house. The land was still. No movement. No Pete.

I dug the last two aspirin from my purse and swallowed them, washing them down with water from the faucet.

Outside, I tugged on the boots, kicked off the dried dirt. I locked the door and stared out across the field, past the cemetery, toward the path through the woods. Silence. I was alone.

Sunlight filtered through the trees, and as I burrowed deeper into the thicket, the world behind me vanished. This stretch of woods was a no-man’s-land, lingering between the living and the dead. It had been years since Maria and I had walked these woods, but some of the happier memories remained sharp and clear.

Maria and I were on our way to see Gabe. We took the path along the creek toward the shallow spot where crossing was easy.

“It’s where that killer lives. The one that took those girls all those years ago,” Maria whispered.

“There are no missing girls,” I insisted.

“Sure, there are. Remember the festival girls?”

My grin wobbled. Fifteen years ago, four girls had vanished from a music festival. Decades and the bodies hadn’t been found. “Okay, enough.”

She stopped, facing me and blocking my path. “Are you afraid, Raine?”

“No.”

“You are. I can see the way your lip wobbles.”

I was good at hiding my fear—Maria was better at jerking my chain. When we hit high school, ghost stories weren’t as thrilling as boys.

In the distance, something cut through the woods. My heart jumped. Silence ticked. Hands in my pockets, I continued along the path. The woods grew denser between the houses. The branches reached out into the path, grabbing at my coat as I followed the rocky path. An animal darted in the woods alongside me, mirroring my path. Distracted, I tripped on a root, forcing me to take several large steps to right myself.

I rounded the bend toward the wooded tunnel as it opened into the light. Relieved, I stepped into the high grass of the clearing. A hundred feet beyond stood the small brick rancher that had been Edith Durant’s home for over twenty years. The former housekeeper had left suddenly, and Mom needed help. She’d found Edith Durant from a want ad. Mom had hired her on the spot.

Edith had moved in with her son, Gabe, who was twelve at the time. While Gabe had been all smiles, his mother’s grins never eased the etched frown lines around her mouth.

The tall grass brushed my knees as I moved toward the cut grass around the house. I rang the bell. Young, fast footsteps ran toward the door. It snapped open and Molly stood there, wearing a sheet and a circle of ivy in her curly hair.

“Who are you?” the girl asked.

We’d FaceTimed on her birthday, but the call clearly didn’t make an impression. “I’m Raine Hale. I’m your cousin.” My relationship with the girl had been a casualty of the cold war with Maria.

“My middle name is Hale,” Molly said.

“I know.”

“How do you know?”

“I grew up with your mother. I lived in the big house on the other side of the woods.”

She frowned. “The house with ghosts.”

Unable to keep the amusement from my expression, I nodded. “That’s the one.”

“Have you met a ghost?”

I shook my head. “Not yet.”

She regarded me. “I’m a Roman senator today.”

“Senator, how did you find your way here from ancient Rome?”

“Grandma is reading a book to me about Rome. It was my idea to dress up. The ivy is supposed to be a hat. It’s from the garden.”

I plucked at a wilting leaf. “It’s very realistic.”

“It’s not gold. The Romans wore gold.”

Maria had always been brilliant. Able to think multiple steps ahead, she’d always been the smartest Hale. Not a surprise her daughter was very bright. “I’m sure some of the garlands were green.”

“Maybe.”

“Molly.” Edith rounded a corner, her phone and reading glasses in hand. Frown lines deepened to what must’ve been a new level. Thick bands of silver streaked her black hair and drained color from her pale skin. “Raine.”

I straightened, keeping my hands on Molly’s shoulders. “Hey, Edith.”

Her brow shifted as if determining the purpose of my visit. “Molly, can you look in the freezer and see if there is one more ice cream bar?”

“There isn’t,” Molly said. “I looked.”

“Look deep, behind the bags of broccoli. There’s one more.”

Molly grinned. “Okay!”

When the child ran off, I said to Edith, “Maria is awake. She’s talking, and she’s alert.”

Edith’s shoulders softened as some tension melted. “Thank God.”

Odd Gabe hadn’t told her. “You should be able to visit her soon.”

“I don’t want to take Molly to the hospital.”

“I can watch her.”

Her head shook. “She’s doing well. Better we give it a little time, so we know Maria is in good shape. Gabe is there?”

“Yes. The doctor has asked us all to leave her to rest, but he’ll be back with her soon.”

“Do the doctors know what caused it?”

I hesitated. “I don’t think they do.”

“Doctors. They aren’t as smart as they think they are.”

“They’re taking good care of Maria.”

“I found it!” Molly shouted from the kitchen.

“Great, honey. Eat it up!” Edith said.

“Maria’s recovery is going to take weeks, months. I want to help with Molly.”

“I’m taking care of Molly. But thank you.”

First cousin once removed didn’t trump grandmothers. I’d never pushed for a relationship with Molly after Maria stopped talking to me, but circumstances had changed. “I want to see Molly more often.”

Edith seemed wary. “How long are you back?”

“For some time.”

“What does that mean? A week or a year?”

“Until I deal with Hale House. That won’t happen in a week or likely a year.”

“What are you going to do with the house? The land?”

“Not sure yet. All comes down to money.”

“You’re a Hale. Money shouldn’t be a big problem.”

Most assumed the Hale fortune was as deep as the ocean. Few knew it was as shallow as a puddle. “When can I see Molly?”

“You and Maria haven’t spoken in a year. Why now?”

“I want a relationship with Maria and also Molly. They are my only family. I want to turn the page.”

“I’ll think about it. Obviously, we have a lot going on as a family now.”

She said family in a way that didn’t include me. “I’ll ask Maria,” I said.

Edith’s frown soured. “Thank you for stopping by, Raine.”

“I’ll see you soon, Edith.”


Chapter Twenty-Three

Judson

Monday, October 19, 2026, 4:00 p.m.

I’d let Raine slip away seventeen years ago. Football had been a means to an end. I wasn’t the most talented player, but I could outwork anyone. Riding the pigskin to a better future wasn’t easy or guaranteed, but it was all I knew. Loving Raine hadn’t been in the plan.

The rumble of a hospital cart focused my thoughts. I found Gabe sitting in the waiting room alone, a half-drunk cup of coffee in hand. When he saw me, he glanced up but didn’t stand. I sat beside him.

“How are you doing?” I asked.

“Shaken up. Relieved. Still trying to wrap my head around it all.”

“This can catch anyone off guard.” His vanishing act nagged me. Gabe wasn’t the steadiest person. Was this real panic or cover for something else? “Did you see any signs that Maria was in distress?”

“Nothing. She went for an early-morning run that day. She’s the fittest person I know.”

“What kind of medications does she take?”

“None. She doesn’t even like to take aspirin. You asked me that before. Why again?”

“Her blood work came up positive for very high levels of cyanide.”

Gabe’s gaze snapped up to mine. “How’s that possible? It’s a mistake.”

“It’s not. Dr. Webber ran the test twice.”

Head shaking, he searched my face for any chance I was bluffing. “This doesn’t make sense.”

The cyanide had been in both Maria’s and Gabe’s wineglasses. Meaning he could’ve also been a target, too. “You don’t drink wine, do you?”

“Not much. I bought a bottle for Maria. Kind of a peace offering. She served some at dinner the other night. Said it was nice to treat ourselves. I took one sip but didn’t like it.”

“How much did she drink?”

“Finished her glass. Why does this matter?”

The forensic team had taken pictures of both. The one with lipstick on the rim had been empty. The other was nearly full. “The poison caused her heart attack.”

A frown creased his brow. “Heart problems run in her family. That’s why she’s obsessed with cardio.”

“She never had any heart tests done?”

“No. I think she didn’t want to know.”

“Was she ever winded? Blue lips? Odd pains in her body?”

“No. She was in top health.”

“Okay.”

“I didn’t put cyanide in my wife’s wine or food or anything.” His voice cracked. “I wouldn’t hurt her.”

“You were having an affair, Gabe.” I didn’t have proof, only Maria’s word, but he didn’t know that.

Tension rippled through his body. “I never said that.”

“Who were you sleeping with?”

“No one. This is bullshit.”

“Gabe, you’re my friend. But if you keep lying to me, I won’t help you.”

“I’m not lying.”

“Did Maria threaten to leave you?” I challenged.

He paled. “She never said that.”

Not yet. But if she suspected an affair . . .

I leaned back. “Okay. Asking hard questions is part of my job.”

He rubbed his face. “She’s the best person I know and doesn’t deserve this.”

“Good. Then this will be easier for us both. How’s the job going?” I asked.

“Job.” Confusion pinched his features. “Fine. I picked up a little one. I’m hoping it leads to more work.”

“Money tight at home?”

He frowned, considering the question. “Maria took extra shifts. And she doesn’t like it. But it’s temporary.”

“She wasn’t hassling you about money?”

“You keep circling the same things—money, an affair. Like you’re looking for a motive.”

“I am. Someone poisoned your wife. I want to know why.”

The fear behind Gabe’s gaze hardened to something akin to survival. “It wasn’t me. I would never do that. Jesus, Judson. I love my wife.”

I’d missed their wedding. A case was consuming me, as many did in those days. I’d donated to their honeymoon fund via the wedding website. The generosity eased my guilt, and I’d gotten on with life.

“Gabe, don’t get worked up. I’m only doing my job. I need to rule you out so I can focus on other people.”

“I get it.” He ran fingers through disheveled hair. “But being under the microscope feels like hell.”

“It’s supposed to.” I added, “I want to see your finances. Will you give me permission to access your bank records?” I could get a warrant, but if Gabe didn’t resist, then the process would go faster.

He dropped his gaze. “Sure, if you need to.”

“Any other problems at home?”

“She wanted more help with Molly—to find another home. She hates being dependent on Raine. But we can’t afford it right now.”

“Raine’s birthday is Wednesday. She takes control of the estate then. Rumor mill says she’ll sell and walk away.”

“Yeah, I heard.”

“That would leave you, Maria, Molly, and Edith without a house.”

“I don’t think Raine would throw us out,” he said. “She’d help us.”

“Has Edith mentioned having to leave?”

“She’s worried,” he said. “She’s been on the land for almost twenty-five years.”

“You said Maria and Raine haven’t spoken in a year.”

He frowned. “Maria asked Raine for money several times. Maria’s not great with money, and my work has been sparse. When Maria asked for more money, Raine called her out on her spending. Maria blew up. Said she had every right to spend the money however she saw fit. Raine stopped sending checks.”

“What did Maria say?”

“Nothing. She worked shifts at the hospital.” He shook his head. “They’d still be talking if this damn economy wasn’t eating into my business.”

Maybe if he’d gotten a job. But Gabe never liked being told what to do. “And there’s nothing else you need to tell me?”

He met my gaze, defiant but tired. “No, man. Nothing.”


Chapter Twenty-Four

Judson

Monday, October 19, 2026, 5:00 p.m.

Gabe had never been a good liar. When I’d been at his house for dinner last month, I saw the tension between Maria and him. Maria’s smiles were too quick, and Gabe had drunk a little too much. She hadn’t screamed or yelled, and he hadn’t downed enough beer to numb himself, but there was trouble. I’d chalked the vibe up to having a bad day.

Now I could see the Durants relied heavily on Raine.

But poisoning Maria made no sense if money was the reason behind it. If money was the motive, Raine would be the number one target.

Raine.

I’d thought a lot about Raine over the years. I’d wanted to reach out and tell her I was sorry we fell apart. But pride and lousy timing had always stood in the way. And then she’d married Ken. That was a play I’d never seen coming.

I strode into the impound lot and presented my search warrant to the deputy. “Black truck impounded yesterday.” I rattled off the plate number. The deputy gave me the keys.

The truck sat at the back of an outdoor lot surrounded by other vehicles impounded for violations that ranged from traffic to drugs.

I opened the front door of Gabe’s truck and began to search the floorboards and console.

Earlier, I’d opened his old arrest file and confirmed suspected facts. And learned a few new ones.

He’d skipped college and started his own landscaping business. Initially, he’d done well. When we were all counting pennies in college, Gabe had money in his pocket. By age nineteen, he had more work than he could handle. But Gabe had a way of screwing up a good thing.

When Gabe had been arrested for the bar fight, a detective like Sam Hutchinson wouldn’t normally bother to interview any of the parties. But Hutchinson had pulled Gabe into a small, gray interview room.

His questions quickly pivoted from the fight to the death of Raine’s mother, Eloise Hale. At the time of her death, Mrs. Hale had had dementia and required around-the-clock care. Though her mind had failed, her physical body was strong. Her sudden death had been unexpected.

Hutchinson had interviewed Raine and me after Mrs. Hale’s death. We’d found her body in the dry creek bed on the Hale land.

Raine had known her mother better than anyone and had theorized that Mrs. Hale had escaped her room and gotten outside during the caregivers’ shift change. She’d vanished on the property before anyone realized she was gone. We all believed that Mrs. Hale had fallen, struck her head on a rock, and died.

Our interviews with Hutchinson had been straightforward and short.

Why had Hutchinson brought up Eloise Hale’s death with Gabe years after the fact? Had he suspected foul play but didn’t have enough evidence at the time?

I thought back to the video recording conducted in the police interview room. Plain beige soundproof walls, a laminated table, and two plastic chairs. Gabe’s chair was backed against the wall and faced the camera. Detective Hutchinson’s chair was angled so that he was closer to Gabe. I’d used this setup. It was designed to build trust and rapport between the cop and suspect.

Gabe’s right eye was swelling closed. His T-shirt was ripped, his shadowed jaw scratched. Still slightly intoxicated, he didn’t fully register the gravity of this moment.

Detective Hutchinson had Gabe in his crosshairs—he sat back and crossed his arms over his round belly. “Tonight, you proved you have a hell of a temper. Am I right, Gabe?”

Gabe’s angry expression shifted to defensive. “The guy pushed me.”

Detective Hutchinson adjusted the half-glasses on his nose. “Surveillance footage shows you hitting Mr. Gibson first.”

“Bullshit. He hit me first.”

“Camera says otherwise.”

“Let me see it.”

“If I had a computer monitor in the room, I would. In the meantime, help me out now, and I’ll see if I can get us access to a screen.”

Gabe shifted and rubbed his nose. “Cameras don’t catch all the angles.”

“You’re right about that. Lots of blind spots.”

Gabe flexed scraped knuckles.

“Tell me about Mrs. Hale,” Hutchinson said.

Gabe leaned forward, clasping his fingers. “Mrs. Hale? She died two years ago. Why are you asking about her?”

Hutchinson leaned back, folding his arms. Instead of answering, he said, “She didn’t have any physical health issues beyond the dementia. Good heart. Good appetite. Caregivers described her as strong. And then she escapes. And is found dead in a creek bed with a head injury.”

“That was an accident.” Gabe sat back.

“You and your mother live on the estate?”

“Yeah. Since I was twelve.”

“Did you go up to the main house much?”

“No.”

“You worked in the Hale House.”

“Not in the house. On the land. I cut the grass.”

“Did you cross paths with Amy Stocker? She was a caregiver.”

“Yeah, I knew her. Raine hired her to work weekends.” Gabe shifted, tipped forward. “What does this have to do with anything?”

Detective Hutchinson had an easy, smooth voice that had coaxed many confessions. “Don’t know. I had you here, so I thought I’d ask. Crossing all my t’s and dotting my i’s, if you know what I mean.”

“I don’t know anything about Mrs. Hale.”

“Didn’t say you did. But I got video footage that proves you can be fast and loose with the facts.”

“I was having a few beers. Keeping to myself. A guy hassled me.” Gabe tossed out the words as if he believed them.

“I hear ya, buddy. Long week working in the hot sun. All a guy wants to do is kick back.”

“Yeah.”

Detective Hutchinson let silence stretch between them. “Where is Amy Stocker these days?”

“I don’t know. I heard she left town.”

“I saw someone in the bar fight footage that looks like her.”

“I don’t know about that.”

“Hard to miss her. She still looks a lot like Raine Hale.”

“I didn’t see Amy in the bar.”

Memories of the video lingered as I searched the floors and under the seats. In the back seat under the floor mat, I found an AirTag. Interesting. Was Maria tracking her husband?

I opened the glove compartment. Vehicle owner’s manual, prescription anxiety pills, and a billy club.

I shifted my focus from the cab to the truck’s bed to the cross-bed toolbox. A lock dangled from the latch. I requested bolt cutters from the deputy.

When he placed them in my hand, I snapped the lock.

Inside the toolbox were more basics. Clippers, a small toolbox, ratchet straps and tie-downs, and a small chainsaw. After I’d emptied it all, I saw the small packet of white pills wedged in a corner.

“What do you think that is?” the deputy asked.

“Not sure.” But I had a good idea. “The lab needs to confirm.”

I put the items back in the utility box.

My mind drifted back to the video footage Hutchinson had obtained. The film had proven Gabe had started the fight, and something I hadn’t been expecting—Amy had been in the bar that night.

She hadn’t approached Gabe. But from her corner of the bar, she’d kept a close eye on him until the fight. A broken beer bottle. Shattered glass. Blood. Then she’d vanished into the crowd.

Gabe’s case went to the district attorney, and he was charged with assault. Because he’d used the bottle’s jagged edge as a weapon, the charges were upgraded to a felony. He’d done eighteen months of a four-year sentence.

The questions about Mrs. Hale died away. And Amy had been forgotten.

I hadn’t thought about Amy over the years. Memories of her were buried under bigger issues.

I took the pills into evidence.

As I waited for the deputy to log it in, I searched social media and found Amy Stocker easily. She was in real estate. She listed all kinds of accolades. I hadn’t seen her in years, and her headshot caught me off guard.

She still looked like Raine Hale.


Chapter Twenty-Five

Raine

Monday, October 19, 2026, 10:00 p.m.

It was dark when I returned to the hospital. I hadn’t called Dr. Webber or the nurses’ station. I showed up, hoping I could see Maria. Maybe she could tell me a little more about the night she’d collapsed.

My half dozen calls to Gabe went unanswered. Shocker.

The hallway was mostly empty, except for a few rattling carts and the humming voices of the nurses. Hospitals always felt like churches at night. Quiet. Sacred. Creepy.

I pulled back Maria’s room curtain. To my surprise, she was awake. And Ken sat at her bedside.

He grinned when he saw me. “Look who finally showed up.”

My stomach tightened. “Came to check in. I won’t stay long.”

Maria pressed her hands against the mattress as she tried to raise herself. “I hoped you’d stop by.”

Annoyance prickled as I crossed to the bed and kissed Maria on her forehead. “How are you feeling?”

“Like I was kicked by a mule. But I can breathe a little easier.”

“Good.”

“When can I bust out of here?” she asked.

A year of not speaking, a lawsuit, and now we were friends again. “I’m not sure. Dr. Webber is gone for the day.”

Ken leaned back in his chair like he owned the place. “The nurse gave me the five-minute warning. Maria needs silence and rest.”

“I wasn’t planning to stay long,” I said.

Maria’s smile was slow and lazy. She stifled a yawn. “I’m glad you came by.”

A knock on the door, and a nurse in scrubs entered. She sanitized her hands and moved to the computer. “You’re very popular, Mrs. Durant. But I’m chasing everyone out.”

Ken rose, kissed Maria on the cheek. “See you soon, gorgeous. Still as sexy as ever.”

Maria’s chuckle was familiar, a sound shared between friends, but she immediately winced. “Stop.”

“Promise to wait a few more days before I break out the hard-core jokes,” Ken said.

“I’ll be back tomorrow.” I squeezed her hand. Without a glance toward Ken, I left the room.

At the elevator, he caught up to me. “She looks good,” he said.

“Good to see her on the mend.”

“I was expecting worse, but I’m glad I was wrong.”

Ken could be a caring guy. He had moments of pure kindness. Unexpected flowers, chocolates on my birthday, sexy texts. It had been good between us for a couple of years. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t miss those days. When he was focused on me, I felt like the only person in the world.

“We’re lucky.”

“I’m checked into the hotel, so no rush to get on the road. Join me for a drink? Not a big deal. Just two friends catching up.”

I was less curious about him than I was with what he knew about Maria’s case. He was using it to get to me, and for now it was working. “Sure, why not?”

“There’s a bar across the street. Nurses were talking about it.”

“Perfect.”

We left the hospital and crossed the street to the Bones Café. Streetlamps cut the darkness, creating the illusion that nighttime didn’t really exist in the world of medicine. It also didn’t matter in legal defense. How many times had Ken’s phone rung in the middle of the night when a high-profile client was in trouble? I’d listen to his gruff responses as I rolled on my side away from him. He’d kiss me on the cheek, and then he’d be gone.

He opened the door for me, and we stepped into a room buzzing with people dressed in all flavors of scrubs. We grabbed the last two seats at the bar.

He ordered a beer. White wine for me. I was good for one so I could drive home.

Six months ago, I’d never have pictured myself with Ken in a bar. I had visualized burying him alive or pushing him off a building, but not sitting casually beside him as we’d done since high school.

“I miss you,” he said.

“No, you don’t.” The bartender set a basket of nuts in front of me, and I scooped up a handful, needing a task more than the calories.

“I do. We have something good.”

“Now we don’t.”

“That was my fault,” he said. “And I’m sorry.”

“Life goes on, Ken.” He still hadn’t taken himself off my calling plan, so when I was feeling masochistic, I would read a few of his texts. The numbers didn’t have names attached to them, but judging by the syntax, he was seducing a new woman on a regular basis.

“Any theories on who might have poisoned Maria?” he asked.

“No.”

“Gabe’s going to be the top of every cop’s list. He had motive and opportunity.”

“I can’t see that. She stuck by him when he was arrested and went to jail. And when his business faltered, she took on more hours.”

“No telling what’s going on in someone’s mind. I’ve had clients snap.”

“Amen.”

He raised his glass. “I wasn’t fair to you.”

“No, you were not.” I took a long sip of wine. “That’s the past.”

“It ain’t over yet.”

“I’ve signed the papers. Now you need to do the same.”

“I haven’t received the papers from my attorney yet.”

“They’ve been on his desk for a month.”

“I haven’t gotten them.”

“That’s not what my attorney says.” Frustration coiled in my belly. This was a familiar dance for us.

“I’ve been slammed. Ending our marriage isn’t a priority for me.”

“It is for me. Just sign and get them back as soon as you can.” This conversation had taken a turn I should have seen coming. How could we have avoided the divorce? By not getting married. “I better get going.”

“There’s no rush.”

I grabbed my purse and stood. “This was a bad idea.”

He gripped my wrist, trapping it in a gentle embrace that could harden in a snap. “I love you. I want to work this out.”

The words tugged me back to a time when I’d lived for him to say this.

But Ken never did anything without a goal in mind. I wasn’t sure what he wanted from me, but it wasn’t wedded bliss. He knew I wasn’t prone to dramatic displays in public. I avoided conflict and was even willing to keep small secrets from him so they wouldn’t become a thing.

Even in private, I always kept my composure. I’d always seen anger as a weakness.

“No.” I jerked my hand free and left him sitting at the bar alone.


Chapter Twenty-Six

Raine

Monday, October 19, 2026, 11:30 p.m.

In the country, the black night could swallow you whole. No streetlamps or houses. No neon signs above corner stores. No cars slicking through traffic. Just dark.

In Alexandria, the sky was dull and washed out—you’d be lucky to spot a single star through the haze. But here, when I looked up, endless stars scattered the sky. No distractions. No noise. Just here.

I turned into the Hale House driveway, my headlights cutting a careful path through gravel and trees. We were headed into rut season. Bucks got reckless this time of year. People lost cars to deer strikes. Four-legged animals I could deal with, but the human type worried me. Fortunately, the road stayed clear as I drove toward the house.

I killed the headlights. The darkness rushed back, wrapping around me. I stepped out, convinced I knew the way to the stairs. I made it two feet. My toe caught and I tripped. I fell forward. My knee and palms hit the ground hard. The impact sent my sleek black phone skidding. The screen saver of the Potomac River vanished.

My phone was my everything—social connection, safety, and control. Ken used to say phones created the illusion of safety. A false sense of security. He wasn’t wrong.

I pawed at the dirt, pushing farther out, growing more desperate. “Shit.”

Frustrated, I rose, straightened bruised knees, and climbed the stairs. In my purse, I fumbled for keys and slid them into the lock.

Door open, I flipped on the porch light. The faint halo of yellow spilled down the stairs. At the edge, my phone glinted back at me. Relief hit fast and hard. I hurried toward it and scooped it up.

Back up the stairs, I closed and locked the front door behind me.

Instantly, I noticed the chill and the puffs of my breath.

The heater operated on a fuse box, and the old wiring wasn’t always up to the task. With the flashlight turned on, I headed to the kitchen, where a slim door led to a wooden set of unfinished stairs. The rustic staircase creaked and wiggled. If I renovated this house, this staircase would get overhauled.

Thick, musty air greeted me in the cellar. I located and opened the metal fuse box, then checked the round glass fuses. One looked scorched. I found the dusty box of replacements and screwed a fresh one in.

The furnace kicked to life.

I glanced toward the door to the root cellar, once designed for the winter storage of potatoes, home-canned tomatoes and green beans, and cured meats.

The door was always closed, but tonight it was open, swaying gently on its rusted hinges. I didn’t glance in the dark, dank space. I closed the door and threw the bolt into the latch.

Stairs creaked as I climbed to the kitchen and locked the basement door. Many living in this area bragged about their unlocked doors. Wide-open spaces created a sense of security I’d never felt. The sheer isolation was really catnip for any killer. My grip on my phone tightened.

In my bedroom, I stripped and showered. I donned a large tee and combed my wet hair.

Maria and I had made a connection today. Maybe we could figure it out between us. I didn’t want to be at war.

I thought about the times we’d spent laughing in my room.

Curious, I pushed open my old bedroom door and switched on the light.

The four-poster bed was stripped. White sheets covered the rest of the furniture.

Gently, I pulled the sheet off my desk. Colored markers still filled a UVA mug. A photo of Maria and me on Hale House’s front porch. We were laughing at a long-forgotten joke. Inexpensive bracelets remained where I’d scattered them seventeen years ago.

I opened the drawer and discovered a note from Judson.

Found this for you.

The note had been attached to a plastic key chain shaped like a rottweiler. He’d always said I was “tenacious,” and when he saw it, he’d thought of me. Calm, controlled Judson never gushed or made wild declarations of love, his words trapped inside him.

I reached for my high school senior yearbook, sitting on a bookshelf under the large window overlooking the front of the property. I searched first for Judson. He was always clean shaven and kept his hair military short. Even then he looked older, no traces of a teen’s baby face. I flipped to Maria’s picture. Her vibrant smile leaped off the page. Gabe looked slightly bewildered. Ken grinned. Amy didn’t have a class picture.

On my phone, I searched Amy’s name. She was a real estate agent, and the agency’s site featured a blond, smiling woman who in many ways still mirrored me. I looked closer at a necklace she was wearing. Small, delicate, heart shaped. It had been mine. She’d taken it from Hale House and kept it.

Maria’s voice echoed out from the past.

“What’s it with you and strays?” Maria was yelling as I walked toward her.

“What’s that mean?”

She followed me into her bedroom. “You always adopt the underdog,” Maria said. “Cats, dogs, random teen girls. Amy.”

I sat on the floor on a beanbag pillow. There was a Coldplay poster on the wall. “What’s wrong with that?”

“Sometimes people don’t want help. They don’t want to be reminded that they can’t make it alone.”

“I don’t do it for that reason.” I thought about the red dress I’d lent Amy for prom. Designer and expensive, it hadn’t quite fit her as well as it had me. The bodice squeezed her fuller bosom, and the fabric had rubbed a red spot under her arm. “Do you think I do that to you?”

“No. Not really.” She grinned. “But some people will take advantage.”

“Amy’s working for me. I now have weekends away from the house because of her.”

“I don’t trust her.”

“Okay. She takes good care of Mom. And Mom would complain if she didn’t like her.”

“Why can’t you move your mother to assisted living?”

“Money.”

And Hale House gave Mom relevance. The house and lands made her feel special. Big fish in a little pond. If Mom hadn’t had Hale House, she’d have had nothing. So I’d kept her in her bed for as long as she physically could stay here. Even if it meant I was trapped.

And now, seventeen years later, I was ensnared again by a legacy, house, and land that didn’t care if I lived or died.

I thumbed through the yearbook. A Polaroid of Amy fell out. She was grinning, lips puckered and looking over the shoulder of a guy who faced away from the camera. His dark hoodie made it impossible to identify him. A selfie taken by Amy. Who was the guy?

As I stared at the picture, unease crawled up my throat.

Amy had secrets. But we all did.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Raine

Tuesday, October 20, 2026, 7:00 a.m.

The rising sun woke me—rare. I was an early riser, usually up by five, gym bag packed, heading out the door to a boot camp class.

I had no daily agenda beyond visiting Maria at the hospital and convincing Edith that I should see Molly. The unexpected compulsion fit the Hale motto: “Blood is blood.”

I scooped up my phone. No work emails. Medical leave was driving a wedge between my old life and me. Grief pressed in, sharp annoyance.

I yanked on sweats and a tee and hurried downstairs. Coffee on. Newsfeed scrolling. Rituals from Alexandria clung, but the real world felt more distant, slipping away.

The front doorbell rang. I glanced toward the door, but the sidelight revealed no one. Judson’s car, though, sat parked behind mine.

I smoothed my hair into a ponytail as I opened the door. “This is early.”

He looked faintly amused. “You used to rise with the sun.”

“Still do. Just moving a little slower today.”

Freshly shaved, leather jacket with the state police crest, crisp khakis. Boots. That same clean soap scent.

Judson’s brow raised. “Can I come in?”

“Oh, yeah, sure. Just put a pot of coffee on.”

His eyes roamed the entryway as he stepped in. “Place still looks good.”

I almost laughed. Two days ago, the house’s flaws had been glaring. Chipped black-and-white floor tiles, gray walls dulled to a muddy iron, and broken banister spindles. Now, they leaned toward charm. Like wrinkles, like silver hair. Imperfections telling their own story.

“Any word from the contractor?” Judson asked.

“Brad is likely still adding up numbers that are too big for his calculator.”

“Brad’s solid. And he knows the property. Didn’t he work here one summer?”

That was the year I was “away,” as my mother said. The year of shame, healing, acceptance. “He took care of the grounds. What’s his story these days?”

Judson smiled. “Far as I know he’s kept his nose clean and works hard.”

“Clean?”

“A substance abuse problem. Been sober ten years.”

“Good to know.” Energy radiated from Judson’s frame and wrapped around me. I’d once felt safe in his arms. “You didn’t come here to talk about my renovation issues.”

“No.”

“Maria?” I headed to the kitchen. “Any updates?”

“Holding her own.” Heavy footsteps followed. “How did she seem when you saw her last night?”

“You know about my visit?”

“The staff keeps me posted.”

I grabbed a large mug in the cabinet. “Who else has been by her room?”

“Sadly, Raine, this is not a two-way conversation. I ask. You answer.”

Cops. Always on guard around attorneys—even underemployed ones. I filled the cup with coffee and handed it to him. “This visit is official, not social?”

“Correct.” Calloused fingers brushed mine as he took the cup.

“Maria and I didn’t talk about much. Ken was there.”

“Ken? I’d heard he was back in town.” No doubt he’d slipped past the nurses. “What did he want?”

“A way to worm under my skin.”

“Again, why?”

“That you’ll have to ask him. I’m not privy to his agenda.”

“How did Maria seem?”

“She was . . . friendly. I guess bygones, et cetera. Then I left. Ken and I grabbed a drink at the bar across the street. And I quickly remembered why we’re getting divorced.” I cradled my cup.

“Who do you think poisoned Maria?”

“I still can’t wrap my head around the idea she was poisoned. Are you sure this wasn’t an accident?”

“Very unlikely. The high levels in her bloodstream didn’t happen by chance.”

“Why poison Maria? She doesn’t have any money, and she’s not in line to inherit anything from the Hale estate.”

He sipped his coffee. “Maybe it had nothing to do with money. Gabe had money problems, but he admitted he’d flirted with Amy, and I suspect it was more than that.”

“I was just thinking about Amy.”

“Why?”

“I found a picture. Wait. I’ll get it.” I hurried upstairs, grabbed the yearbook, and returned. I opened to Amy’s page, where I’d tucked the Polaroid.

Judson studied the picture but did not touch it. “Who’s the guy with her?”

“I don’t know.”

“Detective Hutchinson interviewed Amy in your mother’s case.”

“Why? Mom had dementia. Tragic, but no one did anything wrong.”

“Your mother was fifty-five and didn’t have major health conditions beyond the stroke.”

“You sound like you think someone killed my mother.”

“Your mother’s case remained on Hutchinson’s radar for a few years.”

“The medical examiner conducted an autopsy,” I said. “He listed Mom’s death as natural.”

“I doubt he looked that hard. No one wants to kick the Hale hornet’s nest. Can I keep this?”

“What are you going to do with the photo?”

“A long shot. But you never know.” Silence settled between us before: “I’m tracking Amy down today. I’d like to talk to her.”

“About possibly killing my mother? Why would she do that?”

“She was obsessed with you. Maybe she thought she was doing you a favor.”

“And Maria?”

“Amy was sleeping with Gabe.”

I shook my head. “When Mom died, Amy lost her job and home when I closed the house. Hardly a ‘favor’ from a pal. And Gabe is an ex-con with no money.”

“The heart wants what the heart wants.”

“Right.”

“Did you ever see Amy with Gabe in high school?”

“They crossed paths when she worked here. He lived on the property.”

“Did she mention him?”

“Not him. But she talked about the guys at school who made passes at her.”

“Which ones?”

“She never said. And I didn’t care enough to ask.”

“Fast-forward seventeen years and she’s back in Gabe’s orbit.”

“Maybe. I don’t follow Maria and Gabe’s marriage.”

“Do you think Gabe might have poisoned Maria?” he asked.

“No. He needs her.”

“Maybe he got tired of needing her.”

“I don’t see it,” I said.

“Are you speaking as family, friend, or attorney?”

“Why are you asking these questions?” I asked.

“Gabe’s been arrested.”

I didn’t like it, but I saw the logic. Husband. Affair. Money. “That’s why you’re here?”

“Giving you a heads-up.”

“Do you have physical proof, or are we dealing with circumstantial evidence?”

His eyes sharpened. “Until he retains you, I’m not obligated to share case details.”

“What if he refuses my help?”

“That’s on him. Like I said, he hasn’t always made the best choices.”

“Keep me posted after you talk to Amy?”

He shook his head. “I don’t discuss active investigations with defense attorneys. If I file attempted murder charges, then we’ll talk.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Pete Miller

Tuesday, October 20, 2026, 8:00 a.m.

The jail doors slammed behind him.

Pete strode toward the deputy. The old guy looked pissed, annoyed. Most of these deputies and guards hated people like him. But this guy . . .

“Bad day?” he asked.

The deputy shoved a gray tub toward him. It was filled with the few items he’d had when he was arrested three months ago. “You’ll be back.”

“Maybe. Maybe not.”

Pete collected the few rumpled bills. Coins. Pocketknife. Keys. And an envelope he didn’t recognize. He scooped it all up.

Door locks opened. He strode past a holding area outside. The morning sun rose over gray concrete. He looked down. He hated the sun. Too glaring.

Sitting on a brick wall in the shade, he opened the envelope. Inside: cash. And a note. No postmark. No return address. Why hadn’t it been confiscated?

He read the note.

Short. Simple. Directions to a location three hours south of here.

He’d seen instructions like this before. Followed them. Gotten the shit beaten out of him after he’d been torn off Raine.

Take the cash. Run. He’d never win this game.

But this now was really about Raine.

And he needed to see her again.

Their business wasn’t finished.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Raine

Tuesday, October 20, 2026, 10:00 a.m.

I’d unpacked Mom’s vintage suit hanging in the closet in the east room, where Mom had stored the overflow of designer clothes she couldn’t stop buying. The suit was a classic. Barely wrinkled. It took twenty minutes to find the old iron and ironing board in the back of the kitchen pantry.

The thick, tightly woven suit fabric reminded me of my mother. I was about six when she’d bought this outfit on a New York shopping trip. In these few rare fashion sessions, I’d had Mom’s undivided attention. But when I was a little older, her mind began to fade. Mini strokes, the doctor had said. Soon, she was physically present, but she wasn’t always mentally attached to the world.

I smoothed out the fabric with the iron. Mom’s black pumps completed the look. My briefcase was in storage, so I stuffed my laptop and notepads in my backpack.

The drive into town took a half hour. A stop at the printshop took a few minutes.

The county jailhouse wasn’t huge. The one-level building housed dispatch, a small jail, and an interview room. The magistrate’s office was in the adjacent courthouse, built circa 1900.

The jail’s small reception area smelled of bleach and stale air. Beyond was a glass partition equipped with a microphone. On the other side was an older man wearing a sheriff’s deputy uniform.

“I’m Raine Hale. I understand you’ve arrested my client, Gabe Durant.”

The old man’s eyes darkened with surprise. “That’s right.”

I hadn’t represented anyone since Pete Miller. Panic tightened my chest as memories of his large hands crushing my windpipe surfaced. His amused face loomed over mine. As the guards pulled him off me, his fists landed hard blows against my ribs.

“I’d like to see him.”

“Agent Blackwood is talking to him now.”

“Tell the agent that I’m here. I want to see Mr. Durant now.”

The deputy rose from his desk and left, leaving me to wander the small space and read random community service posters. The Dare campaign had kicked off. Two missing teens from Richmond were spotted on Route 60. The local high school was sponsoring a fundraiser to buy bulletproof vests for the county’s K-9 unit.

The police station hadn’t changed since I was here when Detective Hutchinson had interviewed me. He’d offered to come to the house, but I didn’t want him in Hale House. So I’d arrived at the police station and waited on a new orange plastic chair in the reception area. Seventeen years had left the chairs looking tired and overused. The tile floor, with exactly 106 tiles, remained the same speckled gray. And the air still smelled the same.

As a high schooler, I hadn’t worried as I drove to the police station. As an afterthought I’d called the family attorney. I’d left a voicemail. Looking back, I cringed at my foolishness. Talking to the cops alone was never smart. I advised clients to get an attorney even if they were just fighting a parking ticket.

Detective Hutchinson had been kind when he’d escorted me back to an interview room. I’d sat at a cheap table and noticed that the video recorder’s red light never blinked on.

I’d sat a little straighter and folded my hands in my lap like my mother had always insisted. “Always a lady,” she’d said.

Hutchinson’s questions were straightforward.

“How long has Amy Stocker been in your employ?”

“About a year.”

“Why did you hire her?”

“I needed help. I had caregivers during the day while I was in school, but nights and weekends were my responsibility. Amy was hired to cover the weekends so I could get a break.”

“How did you meet Amy?”

“First day of senior year. We had the same lunch schedule.”

“Who was watching your mother the day she escaped?”

I opted to stick to the truth until I couldn’t. “It was a Saturday. Amy was on duty that day.”

“Amy Stocker?”

“That’s right.”

“Was Amy normally reliable?”

“I had no issues while she worked in Hale House.”

“Did Amy have any visitors at Hale House?”

“Not that I know of. But I was often gone on the weekends.” Mom had seemed fine when I returned, so I didn’t worry.

“And when Amy wasn’t working at Hale House?”

“She vanished like a cat. I don’t know where she went.”

“How do you think your mother got out?”

“The outside latch on her door was loose. If she rattled the door, she could have loosened it.”

“Where was Amy?”

“She said she’d fallen asleep. Mom had had a bad night.”

“Bad night?”

“She’d wake up at night and wander. That’s why I put the latch on her door.”

A knock on the door, and Detective Hutchinson rose. He opened the door, and a deputy passed him a note.

Hutchinson faced me. “Looks like your family attorney is here.”

Ethan Weller wore a charcoal-colored coat. His gray hair was slicked back, adding a sense of menace to his angled face. “This meeting is over.”

Within a few days, the world moved on, and Mom’s death and Amy were forgotten.

The door to the back office opened. Judson stood in the doorway. The softness I’d seen earlier was gone. “I understand you’re Gabe Durant’s attorney?”

I leveled my shoulders. “That’s correct. I’d like to see my client.”

“He’s in the interview room.”

“Lead the way, Agent Blackwood.”

Judson opened the interview room door. I stepped past him toward Gabe, who sat at a faux-wooden table. He had a cup of coffee in hand and a half-eaten doughnut in front of him.

Gabe moved to rise, but I gestured for him to sit. I set my backpack on the floor and took the chair next to his. Judson sat across from us.

“Agent Blackwood, why’s my client here?” I asked.

Judson didn’t blink. “We believe that he administered a foreign substance into his wife’s wine, causing her to suffer a near-fatal heart attack.”

Hearing the stark charges laid out in a gray, windowless room leveled up the stakes. “What evidence do you have against my client?”

“A search of his truck produced a small packet of white pills in his toolbox, which are now being tested. There were also pictures of Gabe and a woman who wasn’t his wife on his phone. The images suggest an affair.”

I didn’t look at Gabe, but I imagined his head dropping like that of a contrite small child. The clock on the wall ticked. “Who’s the woman?”

“Amy Stocker.”

A breath slowly filled my lungs as I looked at Gabe. I didn’t hide my frustration. Could the man not keep his mouth shut?

Gabe leaned forward. “I was going to tell you.”

I held up my hand, silencing him.

Gabe shook his head. “It’s not what it sounds like—”

“Not yet, Gabe,” I interrupted.

I’d had cops expose damning evidence like a winning poker hand. Many times, I’d expected it, but some had caught me off guard. I’d never taken these games personally. Today, this felt personal.

“I need a minute alone with my client,” I said.

Judson scooped up his legal pad, which contained only the day’s date scribbled in black ink at the top. He moved to the door.

“Shut off the camera,” I said.

“Right,” Judson said. When the door closed, I sat in silence, barely moving until I saw the red light on the camera click off.

I removed a single sheet of paper from my backpack. I’d printed it off at the local Staples on the way to the jailhouse. I laid my pen beside the paper. “Sign this. It authorizes me to act as your attorney.”

He looked at the simply worded statement. “Does it have to be formal?”

“Yes, it does. No shortcuts, Gabe.”

He signed. His slanted signature wasn’t readable beyond the G and D. I tucked the page back in a folder.

I removed a legal pad from my backpack and, like Judson, wrote the date in the top-right corner. “Where did they arrest you?”

“At home. They arrived five minutes after Mom left with Molly for school.”

That was Judson. He wasn’t above a perp walk, but he’d held back for Molly’s sake.

“Are you having an affair with Amy Stocker? You admitted you were flirting with her.”

Endless explanations rushed through his dark gaze. How many times had he mentally practiced explaining this to Maria?

“Yes or no, Gabe?” I asked.

He met my stare. “Yes.”

“How long?”

“Five months.”

“Did Maria know?”

“Yes. She confronted me the night before she collapsed. That dinner was supposed to be a fresh start for us.”

“How did she find out?”

He shook his head and picked pieces off the doughnut. “She’s smart. There’s very little that she misses.”

“Did Maria say anything else?”

“No.”

I leaned forward. “That doesn’t sound like Maria. She never shies away from conflict.” I’d always joked that she loved stirring up turmoil. Why not go for the jugular with Gabe? “She accuses you of cheating and then nothing?”

He sat back. “She dropped it. The next day, it was like it never happened. She started talking about taking a vacation. Second chances.”

“Okay.” Couples had affairs all the time. Ken was a case in point. I’d considered therapy until I realized it wasn’t his first.

But Maria and Gabe had always struck me as the exception. Yeah, they quarreled, but they’d stayed dedicated to each other through some tough times.

“Did you and Amy hook up in high school?”

“Yes.”

“When?”

“I don’t remember exactly. The fall of senior year. I’d torn my ACL. I was sidelined and in a bad place. On the fall weekends when you and Maria were at the games, I came to Hale House.”

“Why?”

“The first time, Amy asked Mom if I could check a fuse. The lights on the first floor weren’t working. I came by and fixed the fuse. Amy started talking, offered me a drink. She was fun.”

“And you kept coming back?”

“We saw each other several times in November and December.”

“Did you have sex with her then?”

“A couple of times.”

I’d heard worse confessions. “Did Maria know?”

“No. Not then. I broke it off. I told Amy we had to go our separate ways.”

“When was this?”

“Early December.”

“How did Amy react?”

“She took it well. She said people came and went.”

I pulled the image of Amy’s Polaroid. “Is this you in the picture?”

He looked at the picture. “No.”

“That’s not your hand?” I pressed.

“No.”

“Gabe. Lying to me isn’t going to help.”

“I’m not lying. We never took any pictures. I was sure of that.”

“Except this time around on your phone.”

“Just a few.”

“That’s all it takes, pal.” I scanned the empty legal pad, unwilling to write a note that would make this moment feel too real. “When did you two reconnect?”

“May.”

“How’d you meet this go-around?”

“I do the lawn service at her office building.”

“How long before you two were in bed?”

“A week. I was feeling lost. Maria and the job. Your cousin can be very hard and judgmental.”

“Is Amy a possessive woman?”

“She wants more, but she understands I can’t leave Maria or my child.”

“When was the last time you saw Amy?”

“Eight days ago. We met at her place. I told her we had to stop. Maybe take a break for a while. I was truthful about us from the start.”

His definition of truth didn’t fit mine. “She the type to poison your wife?”


I used to believe . . .

Apologies erased the past.

But here’s the truth.

They don’t.

The outline of the sin always remains.

And even if I pile on enough I’m sorrys . . .

the stain never fades.


Chapter Thirty

Raine

Tuesday, October 20, 2026, 11:00 a.m.

Gabe wasn’t surprised by my question.

“No. She’d never take Molly from her mom.”

“She or we?”

“Molly loves her mother.”

“But you both discussed a life without Maria.”

“I never said that.”

“But . . .”

He sighed. “Amy is easier to be around. I might have considered it for a second.”

“Maybe Amy thought about it longer than a second. Maybe she saw herself setting up house with you and Molly.”

“No.” He shook his head. “She understood the ground rules.”

Did she? I wasn’t so sure. “Okay.”

“I’m not a bad guy,” he insisted.

The silence lingered between us. And as it grew, Gabe became angrier. He glared at me. “Maria wasn’t an angel, either.”

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“Maria was having an affair, too,” he said.

I raised my gaze. “With who?”

“I don’t know. But I smelled a man’s scent on her after her morning runs.”

“Did you ask her?”

“I did. She laughed. She’s always been able to fool me.”

I thought of Ken—his secret texts, the ones I’d buried until they’d burned holes in me. I’d confronted him on our anniversary in April. He’d clutched a cluster of sunflowers in his hand. Looked so pleased with himself until his gaze met mine. He’d moved out that day. And I’d filed for divorce.

I refocused. “How did the cyanide end up in your toolbox?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never seen it before. Hell, I haven’t opened the toolbox in weeks.”

“The cops will test the packet for fingerprints and DNA. If they match the substance found in Maria’s body, they’re coming after you with both barrels.”

His eyes pleaded. “Why would I kill my wife? I love her. She’s the mother of my child.”

I’d seen killers panic when the reality of their situation had sunk in. Rage could burn hot, but when it cooled, regret settled.

“You must have resented Maria,” I said. “She could be a challenge. She suspects an affair. She pushed your buttons . . .”

He flinched. “I didn’t hurt my wife.”

“Maybe you snapped,” I continued. “Bought the pills. Hid them. Maybe you were a little horrified. And when the next fight came, you crushed them and put them in her wine.”

“Not true,” he whispered.

I touched his arm. He’d better get used to hard questions. “If you’re hiding something from me, it will kill us in court.”

His eyes were red rimmed. “I didn’t poison my wife.”

“Did Amy do it for you? Maybe she was more than willing to take care of the competition for you.”

He shook his head. “Amy wouldn’t do that.”

“The police will ask her. They’re tracking her down now.”

“Do they have to?”

“Yes. Like you, she’s a suspect.”

He exhaled. “This is so messed up. Maria is going to be so hurt by all this.”

No, you messed up all this. “Your prison record won’t help you.”

His jaw tightened. “I did my time. I’m trying to move on, but everyone finds a way to hold the past against me.”

I stared, unblinking. “Is that the reason you lost the recent job contract?”

“I didn’t tell them. And then they did a background check.”

“You lied to them.”

“I didn’t want it to matter.”

My annoyance spiked. “But it did, didn’t it?”

The tremble in his fingers grew more noticeable. “Look, I’ve screwed up a few times, but I didn’t poison Maria. Neither did Amy.”

“It doesn’t look good for either of you, Gabe. Once you’re formally charged, I’ll arrange for bail, assuming they don’t make it ridiculously high.”

“I’m not a flight risk. I have Molly. And Maria is still in the hospital.”

“Let’s hope the judge sees it that way.”

He gripped my arm, trapping it in a strong hold. “You can make the judge understand, can’t you?”

“I’m good, and I’ll do my best. But I can’t make any promises.”

“Does Maria know about my arrest?”

“I don’t think so. Trying to keep her stress low.”

“Can you visit her and tell her I’m coming to see her soon? Better it comes from you.”

“Yes, I’ll talk to her.” I rose. “Keep your mouth shut, Gabe. Don’t relax your guard. Judson isn’t your friend. He’s working against you now.”

His shoulders slumped. “I get it.”

“Do you?”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

Out in the hallway, Judson leaned against a wall, arms crossed. He lifted his gaze to mine, pushed away, and strode toward me—footsteps slow and steady.

“Gabe’s my client now. I’m on my way to the hospital to talk to Maria.”

“I’m going with you,” Judson said.

“I see her first,” I insisted.

“No, Counselor.”

“No.”

“She’s a material witness against your client. I talk to her first.”

“She’s also his wife. And my cousin.”

His expression hardened. “Focus on your client. I’ve asked the district attorney to set the highest bail he can.”

A logical move. But it was the first brick in a wall that was rising between us.


Chapter Thirty-One

Judson

Tuesday, October 20, 2026, 12:00 noon

I found Maria reclining in her bed, sucking on crushed ice, and watching a television news show. When she saw me, she sat up straighter. Her eyes were alert, but her skin was pale, and dark circles smudged under her eyes.

“Tell me you’re busting me out of here.” Her voice was weak, thready.

“Not yet.” I shut off the television, pulled up a chair beside the bed, and sat so we were at eye level.

“That bad?” she said.

“You were poisoned, Maria. Your lab results show levels of cyanide in your system.”

Closing her eyes, she shook her head from side to side. “Do you know how nuts that sounds?”

“I do. I’ve had several conversations with Dr. Webber and the lab techs. I’m very sure of the facts.”

Nervous laughter bubbled. “If you think Gabe did it, you’re wrong. He doesn’t have the guts.”

I leaned forward. “I found an AirTag hidden in Gabe’s truck.”

She nodded. “I put it there.”

“Why?”

“I thought he was having an affair.”

“And?”

“Let’s say it’s been hard, but we’ll work through it just like we did in high school.”

“High school?”

“He hooked up with Amy then. When she was working at Hale House. The weekends after he tore his ACL and couldn’t play. We’ve been through worse. And we both love Molly and want the best for her.”

“Of course—you both love Molly.”

“Amy doesn’t matter. She’s a passing phase.” She fingered the IV plugged into the bright blue veins trailing up her pale arm.

“What do you remember about Mrs. Eloise Hale?” I asked.

“My aunt? When she was healthy, she was great fun. After my dad died, she had me over to Hale House all the time. She was a rock.”

“Your mom died when?”

“Eight years ago. Cancer.”

“How was Amy with Mrs. Hale?”

Pale lips thinned. “Raine thought she was doing a good job. But Raine looked the other way when Amy stole from her.”

“Looked the other way?”

She pulled in a slow breath. “You saw how Amy changed her appearance. Her clothes, jewelry, shoes. New hairstyle. Amy wanted to be Raine.”

“And Raine didn’t care?”

“She was desperate for help.” She closed and reopened her eyes. “Ask Amy.”

“I’ve tried. I can’t find her.”

Maria didn’t appear surprised. “I’m sure she’ll turn up.”

“Was Mrs. Hale’s death a surprise to you?”

“She’d been mentally sick for a few years. Her body seemed strong, but her caregivers were worried about clots.” She moistened her lips. “Why do you care about Mrs. Hale and Amy?”

A half grin tugged. “Maybe I’m getting old. Chasing ghosts.”

Her blinks were slowing. “Where’s Molly? Gabe was supposed to bring her by today.”

The air tensed. “He’s been arrested.”

“Why?”

“For poisoning you.”

“That’s crazy. He doesn’t have the nerve. He can’t survive without me.”

I wasn’t so sure about that. “Raine is his lawyer.”

She nodded as her eyes drifted closed and then reopened. Our conversation was taking its toll, and she didn’t have the energy to be shocked. “She’s a good lawyer.”

“I can ask Edith to bring Molly by.”

“Call Raine. She’ll bring her.” A half smile.

“Did you sue Raine?”

She inhaled slowly. “That was a mistake. I was upset. Feeling pressured by bills. I was going to take it back.”

“Did Gabe press you to file the suit?”

Maria hesitated. “No. He just went along with it.” She relaxed deeper into the pillow. Her eyes watered as she stared at the ceiling.

“If the suit was successful, that would’ve been worth millions to you.”

“Maybe. I don’t know. It doesn’t matter now.” She shook her head slowly. “Gabe didn’t hurt me, if that’s what you’re suggesting.”

Made sense she’d defend her husband. Domestic violence victims rarely testified against their spouses. The devil you know.

“Amy made no secret she loved the estate,” I said.

“That’s ancient history.”

I thought about Amy’s social media images. She still looked so much like Raine. “Is it?”

Maria met my gaze. “Yes. But do me a favor. I want Molly out of Edith’s house.”

“Are you afraid for the child?”

“Raine will protect her.” She drew in a ragged breath.

“I thought you two weren’t on good terms.”

“I was foolish. Selfish. But Raine will step up. Molly is a Hale. We protect our blood and keep our secrets locked behind closed doors.”

“What are your secrets?”

A smile teased her lips as her eyes drifted closed. “No secrets. I can’t afford them. When do I get out of here?”

“Dr. Webber needs more time. She wants to run more tests.”

“I want out.”

“I’ll talk to Dr. Webber.” I said it to humor Maria. She barely had the horsepower to talk, let alone walk. “Are you having an affair?”

A wan grin. “Who said that?”

“Gabe.”

“When would I find the time?” Eyes closed. “He’s transferred his sins on me.”


Chapter Thirty-Two

Raine

Tuesday, October 20, 2026, 6:00 p.m.

When I finally pushed through the front door of Hale House, I knew something was different.

My sneakers were still where I’d toed them off earlier. The bag I’d dropped when I first moved back waited in the same entryway spot. Everything was as I left it.

But the air felt wrong.

I’d just spent the afternoon standing beside Gabe in court, watching the judge set the bail at $2 million. The color had drained from his face. I’d promised him I’d handle it.

Now inside Hale House, I dug my phone from my purse, shut the front door, and hesitated about locking it. If I needed to get out . . . the lock would slow me down. I twisted the dead bolt.

The hallway was silent except for the old oil heater rumbling below. In the kitchen, I set my purse on the island but kept my phone in hand.

That’s when I saw it.

A fruit basket, perfectly wrapped in cellophane and tied with a hunter-green bow, sat by the sink. I hadn’t left it there.

My grip tightened around my phone as I approached. Inside the basket were apples, oranges, and grapes. I hesitated before I checked the card.

Happy Birthday! One more year of freedom.

A chill slid down my back.

I scanned the kitchen corners for movement, for shadows that didn’t belong. Nothing. Whoever had left the basket was gone.

How had they gotten inside?

I looked up the florist’s number and called. After a chain of menu prompts, a woman finally answered. “Morrison’s Florist.”

“This is Raine Hale. I just received a delivery.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“I found the basket inside my house. Do you know how it got inside?”

She typed quickly. “The delivery instructions noted there was a key under a pot on the front porch. The driver was instructed to use it and leave the fruit inside.”

I had hidden a key under the pot when I’d lived here—seventeen years ago. But I’d collected it before I closed the house when I’d left for college. “Is that standard practice?”

“The caller insisted you wouldn’t want it left outside. Fruit can freeze.”

“Who ordered the basket?”

“Gabe Durant.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yes. Is there a problem?”

“When was the order placed?”

“Today. One this afternoon.”

He’d been in court—he couldn’t have placed the order. “You’re sure?”

“Yes, ma’am. One o’clock.”

“Thank you.” I ended the call.

Outside, I lifted the cracked pot filled with dirt and empty geraniums. A freshly cut key lay in a ring of mold.

I didn’t touch it. I lowered the pot back down.

I sat on the porch and texted Edith.

Me: Did Gabe send me a fruit basket?

Edith: No. Why would he?

Me: I don’t know. Did you do it for him?

Edith: No.

I dialed Judson.

He picked up on the second ring. “Raine.”

“I had a fruit basket delivery today.” I explained where I’d found it and my call to the company. “The order was placed while Gabe was with me in court. Edith didn’t send it, either.”

He exhaled slowly.

I added, “Even if he’d found a way, it doesn’t add up. He’s never sent anything like that before. I’ve barely spoken to him in the last few years.”

I’d never given permission for anyone other than Gabe or Edith to be in the house.

“Pull up the key. Have your locks changed.”

“I will.”

“You okay?”

“Yes, I’m fine. This is probably not a big deal.”

I shifted to my cousin. “What’s Maria’s status?”

“She’s going to be in the hospital at least a week. She wants you to take custody of Molly.”

Given the lawsuit, that was surprising. “When Maria and Gabe wrote their wills, they designated me as Molly’s guardian.” I’d been honored at the time. But I had never pictured a scenario where Maria was incapacitated, and Gabe was behind bars for attempted murder. “Edith isn’t going to be happy about the arrangement.”

“I can meet you there in an hour. We can talk to Edith together.”

“I can handle her.”

“Don’t do this alone.”

A second incoming call beeped on my phone. “I’ve got another call coming. The bail bondsman. It’ll cost me $200,000 to bail Gabe.”

“You have that kind of money?”

The money from the sale of the town house wouldn’t cover it. “I’m using Hale House and the land as collateral.”

“That’s risky.”

“For all the estate’s problems, it’s still worth a fortune.”

“Why would you put it all at risk?”

“Gabe is my friend. When we were growing up, he was always kind. I owe him my loyalty.”


Chapter Thirty-Three

Raine

Tuesday, October 20, 2026, 6:30 p.m.

Judson and I drove to Edith Durant’s house, lights glowing warm against the sky. As we approached, Molly’s voice carried. All the turmoil, and Edith had kept the child busy and active. Happy still.

In a day or two, Molly would question this “holiday” at her grandmother’s. She’d want her mother and father. But I wasn’t sure if she’d ever live that life again.

When Edith answered the door, she stepped onto the porch and closed the door behind her. “Where’s Gabe? Where’s my boy?”

“He’ll be released in a couple of hours,” I said.

“Why so long?” Edith demanded.

“Because the bail was set at two million dollars,” Judson said. “Takes time to process it.”

“So much?” Edith’s face hardened. “He’s not a bad guy.”

“He’s been charged with attempted murder,” I said. “His felony conviction makes him a flight risk. And police argue they have compelling evidence.”

“What?”

“I’m not at liberty to say,” Judson said.

She frowned. “Where’s he going to run to?” Edith demanded. “He has no money. His wife is in the hospital. His daughter is here with me.”

“The judge didn’t see it that way,” I said.

“What about Maria?” She folded her arms, as if to protect her body against this crisis. “What does she say about all this?”

“She wants me to take custody of Molly,” I said.

Tension spiked. “What? Why would she want that?”

“Because Molly’s father allegedly tried to kill her.”

“Gabe didn’t try to kill Maria. And Molly is Gabe’s child, too,” Edith insisted. “He’s been convicted of nothing.”

“This is Maria’s choice,” I said.

“She can’t decide that alone. Gabe has parental rights.”

“I have a verbal order,” Judson said. “And Raine has a will that designates her as Molly’s guardian.”

“Maria’s not dead,” Edith said. “None of your papers matter.”

“I’m drawing up new papers,” I said. “She and Gabe will sign them as soon as I see both in the morning.”

“You’ll have to climb over my dead body to take my grandchild.”

In cases like this, emotions ran high, but the welfare of the child had to be put first. “I’ll have a signed custody agreement by midday,” I said.

“Fine. Get it and then we’ll talk. Before then, I want you off my porch.”

Fury rose like bile. In seventeen years, I’d forgotten how much I disliked Edith. As soon as my mother had installed her in Hale House, she’d viewed her position as a mandate to wield power with zeal. “Technically, it’s my porch. I own this house.”

Edith bristled. “So now you’re threatening to throw me out of the house I’ve lived in for almost twenty-five years.”

“I take control of this property tomorrow. Don’t push me, Edith.” Would I back up the threat and throw a sixty-year-old woman out of her house? My father and mother would have.

Edith’s lips twisted into a snarl. “Once a Hale, always a Hale. High and mighty almost comes racing out of you.”

Anger and regret condensed into a tight, heavy ball in my belly. I’d spent the better part of my adult life trying to prove I was more than what people in this town said about me. “I’ll be back as soon as I have that agreement.”

“Don’t waste your time,” Edith said. “I’m getting a lawyer.”

I walked toward Judson’s car. His determined footsteps followed, but he didn’t speak. I wasn’t so sure whose side he was landing on right now, and I didn’t care.

Instead of opening the passenger door, I paused. “I’m walking back to Hale House. I need to clear my head.”

“It’s dark.” Judson made the statement as if it were a complete explanation.

“I’ll use my flashlight app. And I know this land better than anyone.”

Shadows hid his deepening frown. “You haven’t walked this area in seventeen years.”

“I’ll be fine.” Worry drifted under the words.

“Don’t let Edith get to you,” he said.

“I’m not. But I’m also tired of trying to prove to everyone I’m a good person. All anyone sees is the Hale name and money.”

“You’re angry. Understandable.”

“No. Just tired.” I shoved out a breath. “I’ll be at the jail in the morning when Gabe is released. And then I’m returning here with an order to get Molly.”

I walked down the dirt road, my light cutting into a path through the darkness. In heels, I navigated the woodland’s ruts, fallen trees, and rocks. Creeping brush and growing tree limbs had narrowed the path in several spots.

When I was a kid, my father talked about his battle with the land like a soldier fighting an enemy. “The earth would take it all back if I let it.”

He was right. When I was a kid, this path had felt huge. But in almost two decades, the earth had clawed back much of what the Hales had taken.

Tree branches grabbed my jacket sleeves. Another clawed my cheek. A root caught the toe of my foot, and I tripped. The path had vanished under fallen branches, logs, and thick piles of leaves. I paused and looked back. The trees had closed around me, extinguishing the lights of Edith’s house. A breeze whispered through the trees. A creek trickled. Easy to imagine troubled ghosts.

The day my mother died, she’d escaped her room and Hale House. We’d found her lying in the cool, muddy creek bed a mile upstream, her pale, sickly face staring up to the sky, arms outstretched. Her features were stricken, as if glimpsing death had terrified her. The doctor said she’d suffered a heart attack.

I stumbled. I took two large steps to catch myself. More branches grabbed the fabric of my jacket.

Panic swamped me. I walked faster, feeling the blackness closing.

Memories of Gabe and Amy pushed out of the mist. I’d stumbled home early on a random day. Gabe and Amy had been sitting in his pickup truck, parked in front of Hale House. She’d told me he’d offered to drive her back into town.

Her sincerity made it easy to believe her.

The black sky was crammed with stars. I felt small.

I shoved out a breath, raised my chin, and walked down the path. An animal dashed through the woods, breaking branches and crushing leaves.

When Hale House came into view, I wasn’t relieved. Hale House had never been welcoming. But it was familiar, and I’d settle for that.

I sat on the stairs, took off my muddy shoes. Up the front steps, chilled, I unlocked the front door. Inside, the air was cool.

I dropped my backpack and carefully hung Mom’s suit on a favored cedar hanger.

In the shower, dirt swirled around my feet and down the drain. The water cooled quickly. I shut off the water and grabbed a towel.

I slipped on an old robe that smelled of dust and age, brushed out my hair. I saw more of Mom. I backed away, almost laughing at life’s inevitabilities.

Whenever thoughts of Mom crept across my mind, I chased them away. I’d never win a Daughter of the Year award.

Earlier, I’d ducked quickly into the room and grabbed the suit. Now as I hung it back up, I paused, remembering her again.

Her jewelry box rested on her lap. Going through it had always been a favorite pastime for her. Each piece marked a happier moment in the past she could barely recall now as her fingers skimmed over the cool metal, cut diamonds, and smooth pearls.

“I’d like to give this to you,” Mom said.

I sat on her bed, fidgeting with my high school ring. “Mom, I don’t need pearls.”

“Darling, everyone needs pearls.”

“I won’t need it in school.”

Her gaze tightened with frustration. “Let me do something nice for you.”

“I don’t need anything.”

Her brow knotted. “You’ve never forgiven me, have you?”

Had I? No. But talking about it would scrape at a wound still fresh with puckering stiches. “Mom, it’s fine.”

“Forgive me. Take the pearls, so I know you aren’t mad anymore.”

I’d glanced at her outstretched hand and the small white pearls dangling from her thin fingers. I took the pearls, sliding my fingers along the smooth surfaces. “Better?”

“You forgive me?”

“What’s there to forgive?”

“If I’d been a better mother, you wouldn’t have done what you did.”

What I’d done.

My first real sin had been breaking into my father’s liquor cabinet. He’d died days earlier, and it was now just Mom and me.

The first glass had tasted toxic. But the slight buzz that followed eased so much of the loss that I went back the next night. I’d quickly learned the art of using mixers, and soon I was swallowing orange juice and bourbon. When the bourbon was gone, I turned to the whiskey. Each night was more peaceful, and each brought a pounding headache that made the early-morning sunrises unbearable.

And then came the night when I’d combined what was left on the bar and whatever painkillers I’d found in Mom’s room. I wasn’t thinking about dying. I just craved numbness as I reached for the blade and slid it over my wrist.

As my eyes drifted closed, I’d reached for a knife on the bar.

My next memory was of the emergency room. A tube down my throat, the cramp of my stomach as it ejected all its contents, my wrist bandaged.

That’s how I ended up with a “gap” year. The camp in Montana. We never spoke of it again, but I could feel the weight of Mom’s guilt.

Carefully, I traced the faint scar on my wrist. If I’d cut a little deeper . . .

Maybe my entanglement with death was why I liked Amy. I understood loss. Loneliness.

The winds outside picked up, rattling against the windows. There was an anxious silence in the house. From downstairs, my phone rang, echoing against plaster walls. I hurried down the stairs and dug my phone out of my purse.

It was the hospital. Dr. Webber couldn’t get ahold of Gabe. The bulleted facts she fired off were simple:

Maria’s damaged heart had failed.

She’d coded.

They’d rushed in crash carts.

Six people worked on her for over an hour.

Did everything they could.

But she’d slipped away.

Maria was dead.


Chapter Thirty-Four

Raine

Tuesday, October 20, 2026, 9:00 p.m.

Death and administrative details went hand in hand. I had practice at both, thanks to my parents. I knew what calls to make.

But instead of acting, I just sat on a kitchen chair, staring at my phone. I couldn’t think who I should call first.

Judson must know, of course. Maria’s death had escalated the charges from attempted to premeditated murder. I pictured the prosecutor explaining to a jury how cyanide doesn’t just pour itself into a woman’s wineglass; even when consumed in small doses, it wreaks havoc on the body. He’d detail how it would cramp the belly. Rattle the mind. Rip heart muscles. That this death would feel like drowning.

Maria’s death would toss a wrench into Gabe’s bail plan. Would the judge require more money?

I dialed.

“Judson,” I said when he picked up.

“You’ve heard?” His voice was deep, graveled.

“Yes.”

“I’m sorry.”

We were in the shocked stage. Anger, sadness, and regret would follow, but right now I was blissfully numb. “Are you doing an autopsy?”

“Yes. It’ll be tomorrow or the next day. She’ll need to be transported to the Western Lab in Roanoke.”

“When will they release her body?”

“I’m not sure.”

“I haven’t told anyone yet.”

“Waiting until morning. Gabe can’t do anything tonight.”

“What about Edith?”

“Do you want me to call her?” he asked.

“No. Like it or not, Maria was family. And I owe it to her.”

“Call me if I can help.”

I pressed the phone to my temple. There’d been a time when his focused view of the world bothered me. A straight arrow who didn’t make mistakes. I was the one who blundered. “Thank you.”

I called Edith, knowing I was going to wake her up. She’d always gone to bed early, and with Molly in the house, she clearly needed more rest.

She answered on the third ring. “Raine.”

“Edith.” The words caught in my throat before I cleared it. “Maria passed an hour ago. Her heart failed.” I would repeat this phrase over and over in the coming weeks. It would become practiced and glide more numbly over my lips. But now it was raw and ragged. Tears clogged my throat.

“What? Are you sure?” Her voice was heavy with sleep.

“Yes.”

“That doesn’t make sense. I talked to her on the phone this afternoon.”

“You called her?”

“She called me. She wanted to hear about Molly’s day at school.”

“Did she talk to Molly?”

“No. Molly was napping. She said she’d call back before bedtime. But she didn’t.”

“You could have woken up the girl for Maria.”

“She was asleep.”

It had been a petty act of revenge that in the grand scheme was monumental. It was the girl’s last chance to talk to her mother.

“Where is Molly now?”

“Sleeping. Do you want me to wake her?”

I needed time to think and process. “I’ll be by in the morning.”

When I hung up, the darkness drifted around me, tightening like a shroud. I dressed in jeans, sweatshirt, boots.

The air outside was cold, heavy, and sharp.

I sat on the stairs. Glanced at my phone and noticed the hours-old texts from Maria.

Maria: Save my daughter.

“I will,” I whispered. “First thing in the morning.”

Maria: I don’t want Molly in Edith’s house.

“I’ll be there when she wakes up.”

Maria: When Molly is safe, do me one more favor. Feed Gabe to the wolves.

The texts had arrived this evening. She’d died an hour later. The damp air magnified the acrid scent of the boxwoods.

Feed Gabe to the wolves.

For killing Maria, his wife.

The mother of his child.

Tears pooled in my eyes. My mother would’ve told me to grow up. I swiped away several tears before standing and grabbing my purse.

I drove back to the hospital. I found a spot in the parking garage and walked to the elevators.

I rushed to Maria’s floor because I wasn’t sure where to go. I looked in her room and saw the stripped bed. Her name had been wiped from the dry-erase board, and someone had removed all her belongings.

Dr. Webber was on duty, and I found her at the nurses’ station, glaring at a computer screen. When she saw me, she straightened, removed her glasses, and stood.

“Ms. Hale,” she said.

“Dr. Webber. Do you have a moment?”

“Of course.” She came around the nurses’ station and led me into the empty waiting room.

Pity and worry darkened her eyes. But I didn’t want any solace. “What happened?”

“She was stable. Alert. And then she crashed.”

“I was supposed to return in the morning. I had papers for her to sign.”

Dr. Webber was silent. She’d done this enough to realize there wasn’t anything she could say. “I’m sorry.”

We could continue this dance. Me verbalizing my denial. Dr. Webber apologizing. And in the end, nothing would change. I wouldn’t feel better. Her news wouldn’t change. Maria would still be dead.

“Thank you. When will the medical examiner’s office be there?”

“They’ve just arrived,” she said.

I pictured Maria on a stainless autopsy table, a stranger ripping flesh and cracking bone. “Thank you.”

I rode the elevators down to the main lobby. As I crossed, Judson pushed through the front revolving doors. “Raine.”

He approached me, then stood so close I resisted an urge to step backward. An apology darkened his eyes. In another world, he’d have opened his arms . . . I’d have stepped into them. Together we’d have mourned the loss of Maria.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

I’d handled death before, but my parents had been in their fifties. They’d seemed ancient then.

He wrapped his arms around me, surprising me. I didn’t stiffen or resist. I relaxed into him. We still fit together. His familiar scent was soothing. It would be easy to think we were still us.

I pulled back. And immediately missed the warmth softening the chill burrowing deep in my bones. “Thanks for that.”

The stoic expression faltered. “Of course.”

“I better get back to Hale House. Tomorrow is going to be a long day.”

“What’re you going to do about Molly?”

“I’ll petition the court for custody.”

“What about Gabe’s parental rights?”

“I’ll get him to sign over custody.”

“You’re going to take his daughter?”

“Hales are known for messy endings.”


I used to believe . . .

Justice was inevitable.

But here’s the truth.

You must make it happen yourself.


Chapter Thirty-Five

Raine

Wednesday, October 21, 2026, 7:00 a.m.

Calloused fingers clamped around my throat. My windpipe shrank to nothing. Air trapped, rotting in my lungs, my chest burned. I clawed for breath, for freedom, for life.

Panic surged as I clawed at the hands. Black eyes—shadows swallowing light—bored into mine. My vision tunneled. I gasped—then nothing.

I bolted upright in bed. Sheets twisted around me, damp with sweat. My fingers flew to my neck, skin slick, tender.

Sleep never came easy for me. Nights were long—ceilings, empty halls, silence. Ken’s side of the bed was cold. Isolation. I’d lived with solitude for years.

But since the attack, nights weren’t just lonely. They were dangerous. Every creak, every shadow carried a threat.

Work had been my best distraction. When life pressed too close, I’d sneak downstairs, bury myself in files, cases, clients. Distraction.

But this morning, I had no work. No clients. No waning marriage. No familiar landmarks. Just blankets as heavy as stone, air like ice, and a room I didn’t recognize.

Moments passed.

I’d escaped Pete. I was safe from him.

But Hale House had found me again.

A step creaked on the staircase.

I froze. “Who’s there?”

Silence pressed in. My breath quickened.

I shoved back the covers, feet meeting the icy floor. Trembling fingers fumbled with the light on the nightstand.

The switch slipped in sweat-soaked fingers. I dried them on the sheets. Tried again. Finally, light spilled on my glasses and charging phone.

Gripping the phone, I scanned the room. Nothing moved. Nothing waited. I approached the darkness, braced for trouble. But as I got closer, the sense of another presence faded. I was alone.

I shoved out my breath. I was alone. My mind had been on overdrive for weeks, and it conjured trouble even when I slept.

I yanked on sweats and a T-shirt and, phone in hand, descended the stairs. I made a pot of coffee and powered up my laptop.

On my phone, a half dozen messages were all variations on “Happy birthday.”

Bill: Happy Birthday. Welcome to the dark side.

Mike: Looking good. Canes on sale on Amazon.

Sally: Miss you. Seize the day.

Ken: Love ya, babe.

Unknown number: Enjoy your day.

I skipped over Ken and studied the last text. Enjoy your day. Why did the nice thought feel like a threat?

Seemed trivial, considering. I thanked everyone for their kind thoughts, quipped at the “getting older” jokes, and promised to meet for drinks or a lunch.

As the machine gurgled, I searched Maria and Gabe Durant. Not likely to find much in an internet search, but if I could find friends or associations, I could start talking to people.

Maria, eight years at the hospital. Gabe started his landscaping business, then prison, now more landscaping. I scribbled names, anyone who might know something.

Next: Amy Stocker’s name. Real estate agent. I clicked through the site. Another picture of her popped up on the agency page. She wore a familiar classic button-down, hoop earrings, and a pearl necklace.

I opened the City of Alexandria’s public defenders’ page. Among the staff pictures, my headshot from five years earlier was smack in the middle. In it I wore the exact same button-down, hoop earrings, and a pearl necklace.

I’d forgotten Amy until recently. But she hadn’t forgotten me.

My phone dinged with a text.

Edith: I took Molly to school. She needs her friends. I’ll pick her up this afternoon.

Anger spiked, hot, bitter. Leave it to Edith.

I typed a response. Paused. Counted to ten. Deleted it. Edith could be a problem.

And I was very sure she wouldn’t win.


Chapter Thirty-Six

Raine

Wednesday, October 21, 2026, 9:00 a.m.

The bail bondsman’s office sat on a side street off North Barracks Road. The squat brick building had BPS Bonding painted on the glass front door.

The lot was cracked pavement, dotted with a few potholes and six cars. A couple of drivers lingered inside their vehicles, waiting for someone to walk out with a bond receipt or refund check.

Inside, three people sat slumped in plastic chairs. Two women. A man. All looked drained and worn thin.

The lobby was painted gray, furnished with a metal coffee table stacked with tattered sports magazines, a desk, and a large sign directing newcomers to register on a clipboard. Hardly high tech, but effective. I jotted my name.

Thirty minutes dragged before the door opened and a man in his mid-fifties appeared. Thick, gray hair. Starched white shirt. A potbelly pressing against dark slacks.

“Ms. Hale?” he asked.

I extended my hand. “Mr. Danvers.”

“That’s right. Come on back.”

He led me into a smaller room furnished with a table and a couple of chairs. “I understand the status of Mr. Durant’s case has changed.”

“Yes. His wife died last night.”

“Very sorry to hear that.” He set several papers on the table. “Agent Blackwood called. He’s filed murder one charges.”

“That was fast.”

“Cases like this one are hard to ignore.”

“How much more?”

He slid the number to me. His fee, 10 percent of the total bail, had doubled overnight. “Good news is the judge will still grant bail.”

“Bad news?”

“He’s doubled the bail.”

I’d already planned to sell a portion of Hale land to cover renovations. Now I’d sell more. I couldn’t get a real read on Gabe or judge Maria’s assessment of her husband since he’d been in prison.

The plastic chair groaned as I leaned forward. I read the new agreement. Panic rumbled as I stared at the dollar amount. With a ballpoint pen, I signed. Blue ink. My father always thought black ink was more dignified. Frankly, I’d have preferred an electronic document exchange, but Danvers wanted eyes on me.

My capital R wobbled as the pen tip caught on the page. The next letters were small and hard to read. And the H was weak. Considering I’d spent most of the night with ghosts circling around my room, I was doing well enough.

“Thank you, Miss Hale. I’ll take care of the rest,” the bondsman said.

“Thank you.”

Would I regret this?

Feed Gabe to the wolves.

At an office supply store, I printed my petition for Molly’s custody. In the appeal, I stated that the child’s mother was deceased and the father was facing murder charges, and both had agreed that I’d take the child in the event of their deaths. I noted Gabe would sign official custody papers, mentioned my family’s solid community connections, and emphasized that Molly was better off with me than her aged grandmother. I requested a hearing as soon as the court calendar allowed.

Save my daughter.

I printed off three copies and drove to the courthouse and the clerk of the court’s office. Next, it was back to the jail. I checked in with the deputy and was instructed to sit and wait.

Out of habit, I reached for my phone. Still no work emails. No follow-ups or questions to handle. More “Happy birthdays.” No more texts from Maria.

I scrolled so fast I almost missed the email from my boss.

Dear Ms. Hale,

As promised, I’m informing you that Pete Miller, the public defender client who attacked you, has been released from prison on bond.

Best,

Mike

Ken had told me Pete was free. But the email made the threat more real.

Would Pete drive to Hale House? Track me down? Did he even remember me? They’d called his attack a crime of opportunity. But his shadowed eyes had radiated obsession. He could travel here in hours and ask anyone how to find Hale House.

I deleted the message.

The courthouse door opened, and Judson walked in. His steady footsteps echoed through marble hallways, an unhurried pace like a train bearing down the tracks. Move or get crushed.

I stood. “Gabe should be out soon.”

He nodded. “And Molly?”

“I filed papers. I’ll pick her up midday. Gabe will sign custody papers as soon as we talk.”

Steady brown eyes showed no hint of surprise. “Okay.”

“Keep your distance from me. We’re on the opposite side of this case now. And my life is getting messy.”

“We both want the truth,” he said.

An empty smile teased my lips. “There are so many shades of the truth.”

“No. Not really.”

I disagreed. I’d operated in the gray zone for a long time. I’d won cases by arguing what was true versus really true. Reality could be blurred. Emotions tainted a witness’s memories. DNA wasn’t always complete, and searches and seizures could be challenged.

The trick was to find the one that worked for my client. I’d pushed the edge on several cases. Offenders, many of whom probably should have done time, didn’t. Growing up, my lying to parents and teachers had trained me too well.

Double doors opened, and Gabe stepped out. His hair was disheveled. He carried a plastic bag, wore yesterday’s clothes, and was missing his shoelaces.

His steady gaze bounced between Judson and me. Normally, he’d have been relaxed and smiling. Now he looked wary.

“How are you doing?” I asked.

His eyes were wild, scared. “I don’t want to go back in there.”

I couldn’t make that promise. I’d lost cases and watched deputies march clients off to jail.

Five-year sentence. Ten years. Life. That last walk from the courthouse to jail marked a sharp line between past and present.

Feed Gabe to the wolves . . .

“Come on, Gabe. Let’s get you home. We have a lot to talk about.” We stepped past Judson. “Thanks for stopping by.”

In my car, the sour scents of the jail drifted off Gabe. His head dropped back against the headrest. “It doesn’t look good, does it?”

“No.” Maria had been poisoned. The toxin had been delivered via her wineglass. Gabe’s fingerprints were on the glass. And I knew Judson hadn’t shared all his facts.

“Why did it take so long?” he asked.

I shoved out a breath. “Maria died last night.”

“What?” He blinked. Froze.

“Her heart gave out. The doctors couldn’t save her.”

Head shaking, he stared out the front window. “That’s not right. I just talked to her. She was getting better.”

“We’re all shocked.”

Silence stretched. “I don’t believe it.”

“I’m sorry.”

His chest rose in a ragged breath.

“We need to talk about your marriage.”

“Now?”

“Yeah. Now. You’re now charged with first-degree murder.”

“I didn’t kill my wife.”

“We need to prove it.”

His head dropped back against the headrest. “I thought our marriage was good,” Gabe said. “Not perfect. But good.”

“You’ve admitted to an affair.”

“We’d have figured it out. I never would’ve left her.”

“The news is getting out. People are filling in the gaps, and I can promise you, you aren’t the hero of these stories.”

“Where’s Molly?”

“At preschool.”

“Mom sent her?”

“She did.”

He shook his head. “She shouldn’t be at school.”

“I’ll pick her up soon.”

“I’m hungry,” he muttered.

“Okay.”

His body was tense, rigid, as he settled into a sullen silence. I drove down Route 250 away from the city. We stopped at a roadside diner open twenty-four hours a day. This time of day, we’d slid in between breakfast and lunch.

Inside, we sat in a back booth far away from the door. I grabbed menus from the holder. The waitress glanced at us. The hitch in her gaze as she took our orders told me she’d recognized us.

When our burgers arrived, I let Gabe eat and sip from his soda. I nibbled on a few fries. When he was nearly finished, I sat back. “Why would you want to kill Maria?”

He swiped mustard from his lips with a paper napkin. “I told you, I didn’t.” His eyes watered. “My wife is dead. I should be mourning, not getting hit with questions like this.”

“Get used to hard questions.”

He brushed away a tear. “Do I look like a killer?”

Feed Gabe to the wolves.

“I’ve seen killers mourn their victims.”

“Damn, Raine. When did you become so hard?”

“Life in the big city. Why did you kill your wife?”

He tossed his balled-up napkin on the plate. “I’m not playing this game. You and Judson both want to put this on me.”

“What did Judson say to you?”

“He said he found cyanide in my truck’s toolbox. It’s a trick. He’s lying.”

“That should have been the first comment out of your mouth when I picked you up. Not telling me reads like you’re hiding something.”

“It’s not true.”

I leaned forward, threaded fingers resting on the table. “You’re buried deep in debt. You’re having an affair. Maria might have been having one, too. She was suing me for a big chunk of money. She demanded a divorce. I bet she said, ‘It’ll be a cold day in hell before you see Molly again.’ And you might have poison in your toolbox.”

He dropped his voice. “Maria and I were working it out. I told her I broke it off with Amy.”

“Amy will confirm that?”

“Of course.”

“Unless she’s covering. Maybe you and Amy planned all this. She’ll pretend you dumped her. You clear the charges. And when it all dies down, you, Molly, and she ride off into the sunset.”

“I have no money. You’ve said so yourself.”

“Molly is my heir. And as her father, you would control the estate.”

“If you’re dead. You’re very much alive.”

“So far.”

He grimaced. “Don’t be morbid.”

“I’m thinking twice about everything I ingest now.” That wasn’t true. But maybe it should’ve been.

“Do you really believe this?”

“Doesn’t matter what I think. It’s what Judson can prove. What the jury believes. It won’t be hard to make this case. Especially when the prosecutor reminds everyone that you’re an ex-con.”

“I didn’t do this. I didn’t.”

He sounded sincere. And if I were just his friend now, I’d be comforting him. This is bullshit. You’d never hurt your wife. But . . . I wasn’t his friend. I was his attorney. For now.

Feed Gabe to the wolves.

“What is Judson saying to you?” Gabe asked.

“Not much. His job is to solve this case.”

He pointed his finger at me. “He’s like you. Doesn’t want to be on the prosecution’s side, but he is.”

“You can hire another lawyer. I can go back to being your friend.”

The waitress returned with our check. I tossed two twenty-dollar bills on the table and rose. Gabe stood. “We need to get going. There are a lot of details to handle.”

Several people in the diner were staring at him. He’d been recognized, and if I knew anything about this small town, news traveled fast.

Outside, Gabe moved to my car without saying much. When the doors were closed, he looked at me. “You’re my attorney. If there’s any chance of someone seeing beyond the facts, it’ll be you.”

I drove Gabe to Edith’s house. Her car wasn’t in the driveway, and I was glad. Later we’d fight over Molly, but if I could avoid a skirmish now, I would.

“I’ll pick Molly up from school, and we’ll arrange a visit for you two. Don’t leave the house,” I said.

He pulled up his pant leg to reveal a monitor. “I’m not getting far with this.”

“Stay close.”

“I want to see my daughter.”

“I’ll let you know once I’ve visited with her.”

“Are you telling her about Maria?”

“We should do that together.”

He dropped his head. “Okay.”

“I won’t leave you two alone going forward.”

“I’m her father.”

“And you’re the guy charged with her mother’s death. Play this smart, Gabe.”

He was silent, his jaw tightening.

“Do you hear me? You’re going to stay in this house, and you won’t do anything until we talk again.”

“You’re talking to me like I’m a child.”

How many times had I parented grown men and women who’d made bad decisions that had landed them in my office? “Promise me.”

“Sure.”


I used to believe . . .

Danger wore a warning sign.

But here’s the truth.

It doesn’t . . .

if I’m very careful.


Chapter Thirty-Seven

Raine

Wednesday, October 21, 2026, 11:00 a.m.

At the courthouse, I waited outside the family judge’s chambers. The Hale name, my history—and the estate’s—were checkered, but I hoped time had blurred the old scandals.

The clerk appeared and ushered me inside. Judge Frances Tate stood behind a large wooden desk. Mid-sixties, steel-gray hair scraped into a bun, half-glasses perched on her head.

I’d been in countless chambers. In the early days, nerves had knotted my stomach, but experience had dulled the edge. Until now.

I crossed the room, extending my hand. “Judge Tate, I’m Raine Hale.”

Her gaze flickered down to the notes on her desk. “Ms. Hale. You’ve made a splash since your return last week.”

“More than I intended.”

“I was sorry to hear about your cousin. Maria Durant nursed my mother last year.”

“It’s a shock.”

“Agent Blackwood is investigating the case. He’s arrested Maria’s husband.”

Her command of the facts didn’t surprise me. “Yes.”

“And you’re representing him?”

Her gaze lingered on her notes, her frown deepening. “Do you consider representing Gabe Durant and seeking custody of his child a conflict of interest?”

“It could be. I suspect he’ll need different counsel soon.”

“Molly Durant is your niece?”

“Not exactly. First cousin once removed.”

She peered over her glasses. “And if it comes down to it—will you side with the child or her father?”

That required no thinking. “The child. She’s the true innocent in all this.”

“How long do you intend to stay in town?”

“I have no plans to leave. And if I do, it won’t be until Mr. Durant’s charges are resolved and the custody of the minor child is finalized. There’s also the manner of dealing with the Hale estate. It fell under my control today. My thirty-fifth birthday.”

“Happy birthday.”

“Thanks.”

She studied me, lines etched deep in her face. “I’ll sign the agreement. Temporary custody to you. But I want you back in my court in one month so I can reevaluate.”

A month. The case wouldn’t even have a trial date by then. “Understood.”

With the details finished, I hurried to my car. I still had two hours before I had to pick Molly up from school. I called Edith. Voicemail. I called a second time. And a third. No answer.

I drove by Edith’s house, but her car wasn’t in the driveway. My next stop was Molly’s school. I met with the principal, showed him my identification and the judge’s signed order. He promised to release Molly to me at two p.m., when school let out.

With time to kill, I shifted my attention to Maria’s life outside her marriage. I didn’t know who she’d hung out with, but she’d always been popular and had to have had friends. A quick check of social media showed Maria had two friends—Sara Mitchell and Wendy Walker. Both were nurses at her hospital.

Sara was off work today, so I tracked her down to a modern town house twenty miles west of Charlottesville. I knocked on her front door. At first, I heard nothing, so I rang the bell. Finally, footsteps echoed in the house.

The door opened to a woman in sweats and a tee, blond hair knotted on her head. “Yes?”

“My name is Raine Hale. I’m Maria Durant’s cousin.”

“Maria? What’s going on with her?”

News of her death was spreading in town. But a woman at home on a day off might be a step behind. “She passed away last night.”

“What?” Sara stepped forward, closing her front door partway behind her. “She’s in the hospital and on the mend.”

I repeated the rote words, but they didn’t sound like me. “That’s what we all thought. The damage to her heart was more extensive than they originally thought.”

“Where’s Gabe?”

“Why do you ask?” I wasn’t obligated to tell her I was Gabe’s lawyer. And until she asked, I wouldn’t.

She shrugged, defensive. “I don’t know.”

I wanted silence to coax her into filling the gaps.

“Maria was always worried, more quiet than normal. She was angry and agitated a lot lately. I wouldn’t be surprised if stress gave her the heart attack.”

“She told me they were having problems.”

“He asked her for a divorce a few weeks ago,” Sara said.

“He did?” Another detail he’d avoided.

“Yeah. He wanted it over.”

“She told you that?”

“Yes.”

“He was still living in the house. She wanted him out, but he wouldn’t go.”

“Why not?”

“He can’t afford to live anywhere else,” she said. “She’s paying the bills. And he seems to love Molly, but she’s his excuse to stay in the house.”

“He said they were working out their marriage.”

A brow rose as her lips flattened. “Not according to Maria.” She hauled in a breath. “I told Maria to kick him out. To move on. But Molly loves her dad.” Unshed tears glistened in her eyes. “Does Molly know?”

“No. I’m picking her up at two from school.”

“I know you’re her cousin, but why are you here?”

“I’m telling Maria’s friends about her passing personally,” I lied.

“That’s nice.”

“Would Gabe ever do anything to hurt Maria?”

Sara considered the question. “I never thought he had the backbone. But Maria said he had a temper.”

“What about Amy?”

Her face flattened with a scowl. “I don’t know anything about her.”

“Did Maria talk about her?” I asked.

“A little.”

“Where does she live?”

“Waynesboro.”

Her certainty caught my attention. “How’d you know that?”

She hesitated as color rose in her cheeks. “Maria and I might’ve done a little intel on her.”

That sounded like Maria. “Do you have an address?”

“Why do you want to talk to Amy? She doesn’t care about Maria.”

“Agreed. But I’d like to tell her about Maria myself.”

She sighed, reached in her pocket, selected a contact, and handed the phone to me. “Text it to yourself.”

I shared Amy Stocker’s phone number and home address with myself. I handed the phone back. “Thanks.”

“Do you know when there’s going to be a funeral?”

“We’re working on the details.”

“Let me know.”

“Sure. I have your information.”

“I’m really sorry,” she said. “Maria could be tough, but she was super cool.”

“Tough. How so?”

“She was kind of stalking Amy.”

“Kind of?”

“Nothing terrible.”

“What’s that mean?”

As if she realized what she’d said, she backtracked. “Mostly social media stalking. Address. Pictures. But she never threatened her or anything.”

I smiled. “The usual kind.”

“Basically. Nothing illegal.”

“I get it. Harmless stuff.”

I thought of Maria as a girl—steady, rational. The opposite of me. She’d have been the one warning me against wasting time stalking anyone, whereas I was the Hale most likely to ruin the family name.

“This is awkward, but was Maria seeing someone?”

She stiffened. “I don’t know.”

“I got a few weird phone calls from a guy asking for her,” I lied. “He wouldn’t identify himself.”

She frowned. “She might have seen a guy a few times.”

“Do you know who?”

“Someone from high school, I think.”

Beyond our immediate high school group, I couldn’t think of anyone. But I hadn’t been paying attention then. Ken was back in town, lingering around the hospital. “Ken?”

“I didn’t get a name.”

“Thanks, Sara.”

I checked my watch. Ninety minutes before school let out. In my car, I called Gabe. No answer. Next, Edith’s house phone. Nothing. “Shit.”

Engine roaring, I pulled out of the neighborhood. My first impulse was to go back by Edith’s house. But instinct drove me toward Molly’s school.


Chapter Thirty-Eight

Judson

Wednesday, October 21, 2026, 1:00 p.m.

Amy Stocker didn’t return my half dozen messages. I needed to talk to her about Gabe. Did she know about the cyanide in his toolbox? Or his plans to poison his wife? Love and money were two of the strongest motivators I’d seen.

A receptionist set down her phone and came around the desk as I crossed the real estate office’s lobby. “May I help you?”

I flashed my credentials. Smiled. “I’d like to speak to Amy Stocker.”

She frowned. “Amy’s not in today. Is there a problem?”

A badge could make people tense up, close down. I kept my body loose. “Can you tell me where she is?”

“I’m not sure. She hasn’t been in the office for a week. Usually, real estate agents let us know when they go on vacation, but she hasn’t.”

“You’re saying she’s missing?”

“No, not really. She has a new boyfriend,” she rushed to say. “She’s been talking about taking a vacation with him.”

“She’s not answering her phone. And I went by her apartment. No answer.”

“Sounds like vacation to me,” she said.

“What’s her boyfriend’s name?” I asked.

She frowned. “I’m not sure.”

I leaned in, dropped my voice a notch. “Gabe Durant?”

She glanced around and lowered her voice. “Yes. But don’t say it out loud. He’s married, and she told me last week he’s ready to file divorce papers.”

“She told you that?”

“Yes.”

“Maria Durant, Gabe’s wife, died last night.”

Her face strained with shock and fear. “Dead? No way. She was young.”

I waited.

She hesitated, then confessed, “I pinged Amy’s phone.”

“You did?”

“A bunch of us have Find a Friend. Safety precaution. Just in case a serial killer wants to see a listing.”

“Smart. Do you know where she is?”

She pulled her phone, swiped, and turned it toward me. “That’s the thing, she hasn’t gone very far.”

“Where is she?”

She swiped her phone and turned the screen toward me again. I glanced at the blinking dot.

I zoomed in—no roads or structures around it. I widened the screen until the interstate, familiar secondary roads, and a lake appeared.

She studied the landmarks. “This can’t be correct. I mean, that’s part of the Hale land, right?”

“You sound certain.”

“Every real estate agent in the state knows it. It’ll be the biggest get for whomever gets the listing.”

“Right.” I held up her phone. “Is there another cell you can use? I’d like to hold on to this until I find Amy.”

She frowned as if I’d asked for a limb. “That’s my phone.”

“I know. But I need to find Amy, and this is my best shot right now. I’ll have it back as fast as I can.”

“Yeah, okay. I’ll use the agency cell.”

“Thanks.” Minutes later, I was on my way to the Hale property, winding along an old fire road cutting into the back of the land.

I downshifted as I pulled onto the rutted road. It hadn’t been graded in years. Snow or rain, and the road would’ve been a muddy mess. But the recent drought had left it passable.

The rolling hills in the background were alive with oranges, yellows, and greens. I loved this property and this land and was sorry to see it ignored for so long.

Down the road, I took the left branch leading toward the creek. I’d been on the land enough to know that Hale House was about a half mile due east.

Raine and I used to hike this area when we were dating. We’d spend hours wandering the woods, searching for the remains of the original house and well. We weren’t so interested in exploration as we were needing quiet time together. She was always calmer in the woods.

I glanced at the blinking location. A few hundred yards west. I parked, killed the engine. Out of the truck, I moved toward the thicket of woods. Branches cracked under my boots.

The deeper I went, the more the past pressed in—me, Raine, football. She thought I’d always put the game before her. She was wrong. I saw the game as our future.

As I stepped over a dead log lying on the path, a foul scent grew strong. I’d smelled it before.

My hand on my weapon, I kept walking. The stench thickened as I approached the dry creek. I’d lived this moment before. Seventeen years ago, Raine had been charging ahead through the woods. She’d always been like that. She’d run headlong into life, never considering the consequences.

I’d thought her courage came from family money. Later, I’d learned the Hales had been broke for decades.

“Slow down. What’s the rush?” I asked.

“The rush is Mom is missing.”

Sweat dampened the hair framing her face. I’d never met her mother, but Raine had hinted she had mental health issues. “Why would she be out here?”

“She’s always run past the cemetery and then in this direction.”

Raine shoved past branches. It was hot as hell, even in October. My legs were smoked from the morning practice. And I wasn’t interested in chasing a hunch.

“Why would she come here?” I asked.

“She said it was peaceful.”

Raine kept moving. I turned, ready to return to Hale House.

And then her scream echoed through the woods.

I rushed forward, closing the distance between us. Branches scraped my arms and face. My heart pounded.

When I shoved through, I found Raine standing in the dry creek bed. She was looking down. As I moved closer, I realized it was a body.

“It’s Mom,” Raine said.

Raine reached for her mother.

“Stop. Don’t touch her. She’s dead.” I pulled her back.

Raine burrowed her face into my chest. She rarely dropped her guard, but in that moment, I felt the fear ripple through her body.

Now, almost half a mile from the same spot, the memory clung to me. We’d been so close in that moment. Yet that horrific discovery changed everything. The police had interviewed us. Hutchinson had pressed us both for any detail. Raine grew more distant. We stopped talking. Barely spoke three words at her mother’s funeral. By the next year, I was at a college training camp, and she was attending another university.

A flash of bare skin caught my eye. I moved closer and saw thick blond hair splayed over the dried creek bed. It was a woman, lying face down. The phone blinked that this was Amy’s location.

I rubbed the side of my neck. I dialed local law enforcement. “This is Agent Blackwood. I need a forensic team. I’ll drop the location. Possible homicide.”


Chapter Thirty-Nine

Raine

Wednesday, October 21, 2026, 1:55 p.m.

I didn’t wait for the school bell to ring.

I parked in the student pickup line behind mothers scrolling on their phones as they waited for their children. The school door was open in anticipation of the students, and I walked past a teacher operating the entrance.

“Can I help you?” she asked.

I had no desire to explain myself, but I paused. “I’m here to pick up Molly Durant. I spoke to the principal this morning.” I had the judge’s orders and my identification at the ready.

“The kids haven’t been released yet. The last bell is in five minutes.”

“I know. I’m ahead of the crowds in case there were questions.” Attorneys understood there were always questions.

“The principal isn’t in her office this time of day.”

“Who do I speak to about picking up Molly?”

She raised a walkie-talkie to her lips. “I’ll radio the vice principal.” The garbled response back to me was inaudible. The teacher frowned. “Repeat.”

Another message. This time I heard “an hour ago.”

“Did I understand that correctly?” I asked. “Was Molly Durant picked up by someone else?”

The teacher paled. Into the walkie she advised the vice principal to come to the bus ramp. My thoughts jumbled with panic.

“The vice principal is coming?” I asked.

“Yes. Just held up with a student.”

“Where is Molly?” She was delaying. She knew she had a problem. Panic shifted to anger.

The vice principal came out the double doors. Mid-thirties, heavyset, khakis, a button-down shirt spilling over his belt. Gripping his walkie, he strode toward me. “You’re here for Molly Durant?”

“That’s correct. Where is she?”

“Her father picked her up.” Worry hummed under the words. “He picks her up a lot.”

The custody agreement crumpled in my fist. “Do you talk to your principal? Did he not tell you circumstances have changed drastically?”

He accepted the paper, and as he read it, his brow knotted. “The principal didn’t tell me. I didn’t think twice when Mr. Durant showed up.”

“Do you realize Maria Durant was murdered? Mr. Durant is a primary suspect.”

He handed back the sheet. “I’d heard Mrs. Durant had died. That’s why it made sense Mr. Durant was here.”

Administrative snafus happened. And Gabe, who’d been in the system, had counted on one when he’d shown up early. “Did he say where he was going with Molly?”

“I assumed he took her home.”

I shoved the agreement into my purse. My mind raced back to the small house Gabe and Maria had shared and then across the field to Edith’s cottage. Either way, Gabe was determined to blow up what remained of his life. His inability to think beyond his choices was stunning.

“Tell the principal to call me.”

“I didn’t realize . . .”

I held up my hand. “Don’t.”

In my car, I dialed Gabe’s number. To my surprise, he answered: “Raine!”

“Where are you, Gabe?”

“Molly and I are going camping.” His happy tone had an ugly vibe. “We’ll be gone a few days. Maybe weeks.”

“Gabe, I have custody of Molly now. And you’re charged with murdering your child’s mother. This isn’t good for either of you.”

“I didn’t do it. And she’s excited about the trip.”

My voice was tight, sharp. “That doesn’t change the charges you’re facing.”

“I’m not sticking around, Raine. I don’t trust the system to give me a fair deal.”

“You have an ankle monitor.”

“Not anymore.”

“The police will find you, Gabe.” Strain rippled through my body. I’d dealt with other people like Gabe. When they couldn’t see the story’s ending, I couldn’t, either. “Where are you?”

“Doesn’t matter. We’re fine.” Molly said something, and Gabe laughed. “We sure can get ice cream.”

“Gabe, come home before anyone knows you’re gone.” The ankle monitor would be pinging warnings by now.

“Thanks for all you tried to do,” Gabe said.

The call ended as I shouted his name into the phone. My voice carried, and a few mothers glared at me. My heart pounded.

In the silence, I sat still. The school bell rang, and the children rushed out the double doors toward yellow buses or parents waiting by vans and cars.

I didn’t believe Gabe would intentionally hurt Molly. He loved his only child. But I’d seen a bad choice like this end in tragedy.

I dialed Judson’s number. I’d rather he heard it from me. The call went to voicemail. I’d wanted to tell him this directly, but a recorded message would document my warning.

I started my car, then dropped my phone on my lap and drove toward Edith’s house. If anyone had a clue about where Gabe might be going, it was her.

I pulled into her driveway a half hour later. Her car wasn’t there, but lights burned inside the house. I rushed to the front door and rang the bell. When she didn’t respond immediately, I banged my fist against the wood.

When I heard footsteps, I breathed a sigh. The door opened, and Edith appeared, curious. “What are you doing here?”

“Where’s Gabe?”

“He went to school to get Molly.”

“Did you tell him I have custody of her now?”

The lines in her face deepened. “It’s natural he’d want to be with their child.” She folded her arms. “You can’t blame Gabe. He’s heartbroken.”

“And now he has Molly, and they’re going ‘camping’—whatever the hell that means.”

“He’ll be back. He always comes back.”

“I don’t trust his judgment. He’s made a lot of bad decisions. If the cops find him, he could panic and do something stupid. Molly could get hurt.”

A muscle twitched in her jaw. “He’d never let that happen. He’ll be back.”

“He never intends for bad things to happen, Edith. But trouble always finds him.”

My fingers clenched with frustration. I added, “I’ve called Judson and told him Gabe is running. The cops will be looking for him soon. If he calls, beg him to come home.”

Turning, I stalked toward my car. Inside, my heart pumped anger through my veins. Edith stood on her porch and then turned and closed her front door.

As I backed out of the driveway, I saw the flash of police lights through the thinning tree leaves. What were the cops doing on the fire road? Gabe. Was he back here already?

I drove toward the lights, bumping along the rutted road until I saw a sheriff’s car that blocked access. A deputy approached my driver’s-side door.

I rolled down the window. “I’m Raine Hale. This is my land. What’s happening?”

The officer studied my face. “There’s a crime scene up ahead.”

Chest muscles squeezed the air from my lungs. “What happened?”

“I can’t say for now.”

“This is my land.”

“Understood. But I can’t let you pass until Agent Blackwood releases the crime scene.”

“I have a call in to Judson Blackwood.”

“Then I’m sure he’ll call you back.”

“Can you tell him I’m here?”

“I can text him. But he’s busy now.”

Short of ramming his car with mine, I wasn’t getting down this road. There were other ways to access the fire road. I could wait for Judson, or I could park at Hale House and hike into the woods and find him.


Chapter Forty

Raine

Wednesday, October 21, 2026, 2:30 p.m.

The box waited for me by Hale House’s front door.

A standard eight-by-ten brown cardboard box. Ordinary. Forgettable. Except I hadn’t ordered anything.

Suspicion coiled, tightening like barbed wire.

Normally, I’d assume it was a birthday surprise. But not after the last delivery. This time I approached slowly, edging up the stairs.

The label was typical. Generic. Neat. I scanned the lawn and woods, half expecting someone to be watching. Nothing moved but the trees whispering in the afternoon breeze.

I unlocked the front door, dropped my purse and keys inside, then picked up the package. Light—too light. I carried it in, closing and locking the door behind me.

In the kitchen, I set the box on the counter. My hand hovered over the knife block before I drew one. The blade sliced through the tape with a soft hiss.

Slowly, I pulled back the flaps.

White tissue paper balled up into crinkled clumps. The brittle sound made my pulse jump.

A glimpse of brown fur.

My stomach seized. My fingers curled into tight fists.

When I forced myself to look again, the truth snapped into focus. Not an animal. But a stuffed dog.

I recognized the toy. I’d carried it everywhere when I was a kid. Then in middle school it had vanished. I’d torn the house apart. I’d begged my mother for help.

Finally, I’d stopped asking. Stopped remembering. And now here it was.

The return address was a PO box in Richmond. No name. No clue where it had been for twenty-three years or why it was here now.

The once-beloved toy radiated menace, its stitched eyes dark and hollow. My throat constricted. I shoved it back in the box, tossed it in the pantry, and slammed the door.

“What the hell?”

I changed into hiking clothes and laced boots with unsteady hands and slipped out the back door. Crossing the back lawn, I cut through the brush as I’d done with Maria a thousand times when we were kids.

Following the creek bed, I approached the damp pebbles, gravel, and rocks. Images of Mom’s pale body superimposed themselves over my present reality.

Mom’s laughter rang in my head. “Don’t be a baby. I’m dead and gone. It’s just rocks and shoddy memories.”

“It’s more,” I said.

“No, it’s not. Stand up straight. Don’t be weak.”

Voices carried with rustling leaves and cracking branches. Rounding the final bend, I spotted a blue crime scene tent pitched over a body draped in a white cloth. Relief it wasn’t exposed shifted quickly to dread.

Judson stood nearby, hands on his hips, profile carved in stone. He had to be remembering the day we’d found Mom.

One of the cops spotted me and called out. “Stop right there.”

I did. But didn’t back off. “This is my land.”

Judson strode toward me, frown deepening. “This is a crime scene, Raine. You can’t be here.”

“Who’s under that sheet?” I demanded.

“I can’t tell you that.” His tone clipped each word. “This is an active investigation.”

He was right. He had a job to do.

But fear twisted sharp. “Gabe cut off his ankle monitor. He took Molly from the school. He won’t tell me where he’s going with her.”

Judson froze, inhaled sharply. “How did he get Molly?”

“He picked her up from the school.” I explained my exchange with the principal, his assistant, and their stupid communication error.

He reached for his phone. “I’ll put out a BOLO on him.”

“Molly still doesn’t know her mother died. I was supposed to tell her this afternoon.” My voice cracked for a second, before I could shore it back up.

A muscle pulsed in his jaw. “We’ll find them.”

The edges of the white sheet lifted in a breeze. No bloodstains. Too little water for a drowning. Drug users migrated to the isolated parts of the land.

Maybe it was random.

But the toy . . . the box . . . the delivery wasn’t random. I couldn’t shake the fear this body was here for a reason.

“It’s not Gabe, is it?” Molly was with Gabe, and for that reason alone I needed him to be okay.

“No,” he said.

“Or Molly?” It had to be said.

“God, no.”

My relief was jagged, short-lived. “Okay.” My worry built.

“Go home, Raine.”

“Who would dump a body here?” My voice dropped. “Near Mom.”

“I don’t have any answers yet.”

“How long has it been here?”

Stern faced and frustrated, he glared. “Raine, stop asking questions. I don’t have any answers.”

I held his gaze. “You suspect something. I can see it in your expression.”

Frustration darkened his gaze. “Go home, Raine.”

I swallowed, forcing down bitter bile. “It feels like the last time.”

When he spoke again, the edges in his voice had softened. “I’ll come by Hale House when I can. Keep your phone close. Gabe might see reason and call.”

“I’m not sure he will this time,” I said. “Something’s broken inside him.”

He nodded once, grim. “Go home, Raine. I’ll see you soon.”


I used to believe . . .

Love can fix anyone.

But here’s the truth.

It can’t.


Chapter Forty-One

Raine

Wednesday, October 21, 2026, 3:30 p.m.

Ken’s black Mercedes was parked behind my SUV. My stomach knotted. What was he doing here?

I slowed my pace as I approached the porch. Ken leaned against the front door, casual and patient, as if prepared for a long wait.

I considered retreating, but he looked up before I could move. His gaze flicked to my muddy boots. “Are you okay?”

Too late to turn back. I walked toward him. “What’re you doing here?”

“I heard police were responding to a death on Hale land.”

How did he know already? Ken’s law enforcement connections ran deep, but this was extreme. I forced my voice to remain steady. “What else do you know?”

He crossed the porch, halting on the top step. “Not much. There’s only a little chatter.” His excellent attention to detail equipped him to fix, reshape, or hide problems.

I climbed the stairs and moved past him. “I don’t know who died.”

“Where’s Molly? I thought you were taking custody today.”

The concern weakened some of my resistance. Some chafed at his protective nature, which I’d once found comforting.

When I didn’t answer, he moved toward me. “Raine, what’s wrong?”

I hated needing Ken’s help. But he was very good at his job. And Molly needed help. “Gabe picked Molly up from school. He’s taken her.”

“Taken her where?” His voice dropped, calm, laser focused.

Relief surged through me—unexpected but undeniable. “I don’t know. He took one of my calls and told me not to worry. He’s removed his ankle monitor.”

Ken’s jaw clicked. “Favorite places. Where would he take Molly? Somewhere familiar.”

“Maria mentioned a rental cabin near Tyler Lake. The family loved it.”

“It’s high season—a lot of those cabins are rented now.”

“This cabin is small. No running water. Solar power. Off-the-grid vacations. Maria said the cabin was cheap and dirty.”

“Isolated?”

“Yes. Hard to reach with a five-year-old.”

“If not the cabin, where else?”

“There’s a small hotel on Route 60 a few miles beyond the park entrance. Maria said he went there when they fought.”

Ken’s full attention was on me now—the same way it had been after the attack. “He’d need a credit card for a hotel room.”

“They’d know him. They’d take his cash.”

“Judson will have a BOLO out on Gabe by now. Matter of time before Gabe is found.”

“He’s not thinking long term,” I said. “And Molly is going to be hungry, and she’ll be tired.”

“I heard he had a girlfriend,” Ken said.

I bristled. “He does—did.”

“Could he be with her?”

“Maybe.”

“What’s her name?” he asked.

“Amy Stocker.”

“She worked for you in high school.”

“She did. Now she’s a local real estate agent.”

He typed on his phone. “Would he hide out with Amy or default to the cabin?”

“A girlfriend would ask questions. Her neighbors would notice a boyfriend and child. He knows the cabin. A crying child wouldn’t be noticed.”

“The cabin it is. I’ll go now.”

I found the rental listing on my phone and texted the contact to him. “I’m coming with you.”

A frown crossed his face as he studied the images of an old cabin ready to fall in on itself. “Okay. I’ll drive.”

I slid into the front passenger seat. Behind the wheel, his broad shoulders and presence filled the space, overwhelming the interior. He’d always been a force. And whenever I wavered, I’d clung to his solidness. He was so sure about what he wanted.

Then I’d realized he’d used my dependence to keep me close, when I wasn’t central to his life.

Ken wasn’t evil. Indulgent and selfish, yes. Our common bonds fractured. No happy endings with Ken.

“Why are you helping me?” After the attack, he’d talked to the doctors, driven me home, left food, offered to stay—left without an argument when I refused more help.

He cut me a look. “I’m not a total dick, Raine.”

Maybe not. But he had an agenda.

So did I. And in this small, narrow band, our lives intersected.

He backed out of the circle, movements crisp and sure. “I hear Gabe’s car is in police impound.” Ken’s connections were his stock and trade.

Judson hadn’t told me. Not a surprise. “Edith’s car wasn’t in her driveway.” I gave him the car’s make and model.

A phone call. “Bingo. It’s parked at Burnt State Park, located twenty miles west of town. Less than a mile from the small cabin Gabe rented.”

My heart leaped.

He pressed the accelerator. Thirty minutes later, we arrived at the parking lot. Edith’s vehicle was positioned at an odd angle, as if parked and abandoned quickly.

Out of the car, Ken drew a weapon.

“When did you start carrying?”

“In the last year.”

“Why?”

He didn’t answer, already checking the car. Inside, Molly’s school backpack lay on the back seat. No sign of the child or Gabe.

“His cabin should be up that trail,” Ken said.

“Why didn’t you and Gabe get along?”

Ken rolled his neck to the side. “The fight was about you. And Maria. He told me to stay clear of you both.”

“Why?”

His eyes darkened. “Ask him.”

Ken had flirted with me in high school, but we never dated. All beers and laughs then. After we’d married, there’d been a dark undertone whenever he brought up Judson.

“You were into Judson in those days,” he said. Jealousy drifted under the words.

“I saw Amy with you once or twice.” I’d been leaving a weeknight game to get home when I’d spotted her walking off into the woods with Ken.

Ken shrugged. “Why not? She was willing.”

And looked a little like me.

Ken tried the car’s doors—locked. “Why bring her up?” He peered at me from the passenger-side window.

“Been thinking about her the last few days.”

“An odd person,” he said.

“My mother confused her with me many times. But she was a big help with Mom.”

“Let’s focus on right now, okay?”

“Right.”

“I’m going to hike to the cabin.”

“I’ll go with you.”

“You should stay here. In case someone comes out of the woods.”

“I’m going in case Molly’s there. I don’t want her frightened.”

A muscle pulsed in his jaw—he didn’t like my answer. “Pick up the pace.”

“Okay. Okay.”

On the trail, I focused on the path, littered with roots, sticks, and rocks. Ken’s stride was long and quick. Keeping up was a challenge. Two steps for each one of his. My breath remained steady, but my ribs still ached. The distance widened between us. He reached the top of the trail well ahead of me.

By the time I spotted the small wooden cabin, Ken had his weapon drawn. He pounded on the door.

Curtains were drawn over small windows. The only sign of life: muddy boots discarded by the front door.

Ken twisted the doorknob—it was locked. “Gabe! It’s Ken. Open up!”

Silence shrouded the cabin. In the distance an animal scurried through the woods.

Ken stepped back and, in a swift move, kicked the door. The hinges strained against the dry, brittle wood. He kicked again. More wood splintered and cracked. On the third strike, the door slammed open.

I followed Ken.

He held up a hand. “Stay back. Let me search the cabin first. He’s here somewhere.”

Ken angled into the shadowed room. The silence was charged, heavy.

“Ken, what’s inside?” I rushed the front porch and peered inside. Stale, sour air drifted out of the small room.

The long shadows wrapped around Ken, looking down at a body on the floor. My stomach tightened.

“Stay outside,” Ken said.

“Tell me it’s not Molly.”

Ken rose, revealing a larger figure lying on the floor. He stepped toward me, his face an unreadable mask. “It’s Gabe. He’s dead.”

I edged closer to the figure. Even in the dim light, I recognized Gabe’s hand, the black wedding band encircling his ring finger. He lay beside torn-up floorboards.

“He was looking for something,” I said.

“Maybe,” Ken said. “This is a crime scene. We call Judson and wait outside.”

“Where’s Molly?”

“She’s not here. She’s not in the car. He left her somewhere.”

“Why would he take and then abandon her?”

“He’d move faster up to the cabin alone.” Ken reached for his cell and frowned. “No bars. Let’s go back to the lot.”

“We can’t just leave him here.”

“He’s not going anywhere.”

“That’s not funny. That’s Gabe.”

“I’m not laughing.”

“How did he die?”

“No blood. No signs of trauma.”

“Maria was poisoned.”

Anger tightened his expression. “An autopsy will determine it.”

Ken slowed his pace as we moved down the path. I quickened mine. I wasn’t trying to match his stride. I wanted to find Molly.

At the car, Ken called in the find. He advised the dispatch that Gabe Durant was dead, and Molly remained missing.

“Where would he leave her?” I asked. “Now that news of Maria’s death is spreading, few will side with Gabe.”

“The motel is a few miles down the road. Let’s stop there.”

“Sure.”

The odds of finding a missing child diminished beyond the first hour—the golden hour. Our golden hour was slipping fast.


Chapter Forty-Two

Raine

Wednesday, October 21, 2026, 4:30 p.m.

Sinking into silence, I watched trees—blazing with oranges and yellows—flash past the window.

Ken’s vehicle wound down the mountain road and back toward a two-story motel. Outward-facing rooms lined the building, their windows standing beside solid metal doors. Half the curtains were drawn, half open. A vacancy sign buzzed over the cracked asphalt parking lot. Hikers and hunters favored this place in the fall.

Ken parked by the motel office. “Stay in the car. I’ll ask.”

“I should come.”

“No.” His tone cut off any argument. “This is what I do.”

“How am I hampering that?”

A crooked, charming smile touched his lips. “I’m more intimidating without you. Stay here. Let me do this. Please?”

That boyish, delightful expression shouldn’t still work—but it did. Old patterns resurfaced. “Okay.”

“That wasn’t so hard, was it?”

“Don’t push.”

As Ken tapped on the front desk bell, I studied rows of windows. The closed curtains hinted toward which rooms were occupied. If Gabe had hidden Molly in one of them, he would’ve drawn the curtains closed. The TV would be blaring. She’d be excited—Maria always hated too much screen time.

Maria.

She hadn’t been dead a day.

I hadn’t processed it, hadn’t accepted it. Anger hadn’t set in yet—but when it did, I wasn’t sure I could forgive Gabe.

Ken strode toward the car, a key dangling from his hand.

I got out of the car.

“A man with a child checked in several hours ago. The manager saw him leave.”

“Him or them?”

“Him. He rented room number 206. Second floor.” He held up a key.

My mind jumped to Gabe’s dead body. What was at the cabin that Gabe had wanted so badly?

We climbed the external staircase to the second floor. We passed several rooms with open curtains revealing olive-green carpets, double beds, low and lumpy, and televisions that belonged in another decade.

Ken slid the key into 206 and pushed open the door. The television blared an old cartoon that I doubted Molly had ever seen.

I pushed past Ken. On the far bed, a small body lay curled under a blanket, only a spill of black hair visible. Several stuffed animals were set around the child as if on guard.

“Wait!” Ken grabbed my arm.

But I tore free of his grip with such force I stumbled onto the side of the bed. I crawled on the mattress and yanked back the coverlet. “Molly!”

The child didn’t stir. Her body was so still. I touched her face. Hints of warmth. I rolled her on her back and drew my cheek close to her nose. Finally, a faint puff of breath.

“Molly.” I shook her shoulders.

Ken called 9-1-1, his voice clipped as he directed dispatch to our location. I lifted Molly into my arms and rubbed her sternum with my knuckles. A frown furrowed her brow, and she shook her head.

“I know, honey,” I said softly. “I know you don’t want to wake up.”

She pushed at my hands as a cry drifted over her lips.

“Wake up,” I said. “Wake up.”

Ken’s face darkened as he stepped toward the edge of the bed. Early in our marriage, we’d spoken about having children, but I’d never had my IUD pulled. Doubts I couldn’t name had advised me to wait.

“She’s alive,” I said.

“Good.”

Ken disappeared into the bathroom and returned with a bottle of Benadryl wrapped in a white towel. “He gave her these. A couple would have knocked her out.”

“Did he want to overdose her?”

“I don’t know. Maybe he just needed her to sleep to buy time.”

I held Molly upright, supporting her heavy head. “To drive to the cabin. Tear up floorboards? Kill himself?”

“I don’t know.”

From outside, red and blue lights of rescue and fire trucks splashed on the small room’s walls. “We’re getting out of here soon, Molly. It’s going to be okay.”

Okay.

Both her parents were dead.

And now I had custody.

Neither of us had a map for what came next.

The rescue squad arrived, checked Molly’s vitals, started an IV, and lifted her onto a stretcher. Ken handed them the Benadryl bottle, explaining in a low voice how Molly had just lost both her parents.

I gathered Molly’s stuffed animals, but Ken shook his head. “Leave it all here.”

“She loves them.”

“They’re part of a crime scene.”

He was right. We’d found Gabe’s body at the cabin, but the crime scene would include all locations he’d visited today.

I left the room, hurried after the stretcher. “I’m her guardian,” I said, breathless.

The paramedic studied me. “I need proof.”

“I’m not leaving her.” I grabbed his arm, my fingers biting.

Hales kept Hales alive. Everything else was optional.


Chapter Forty-Three

Raine

Wednesday, October 21, 2026, 5:30 p.m.

In the hospital waiting room, I clutched a stuffed purple dragon I’d bought from the gift shop. It was too soft, too cartoonish, its big eyes nothing like those of Molly’s well-loved animals. But I had no idea what five-year-old children—especially traumatized ones—liked. I’d thought Ken would follow the ambulance to the hospital, but he hadn’t shown up. But that was Ken.

“Raine.” Edith stood in the doorway, a small purse clutched tight in her hand. “Where’s Molly?”

“She’s resting,” I said.

“I want to see her,” she said.

“The doctors want her isolated a little longer.”

“Why?” Edith demanded.

“To make sure she’s stable.”

Her frown deepened. For as long as I could remember, there’d been the scowl, etched in her face. “Where’s Gabe?”

“He’s dead.”

Her chin lifted. “What?”

“He’s on his way to the medical examiner’s office in Roanoke.”

Edith’s grip on her small purse tightened. “What happened to him?”

“I don’t know. Ken and I found him in the cabin Maria and he used to rent.”

“Ken? What does he have to do with this?”

“I asked him to help me find Molly.” I stood. “You gave Gabe your car. He took Molly from school. And here we are.”

Edith shook her head. “I don’t believe this.”

For once, we agreed. “Believe it.”

“I’ll take Molly, of course,” she said.

Gripping the dinosaur, I closed the distance between us. Edith and I had butted heads from day one. For Molly’s sake, I forced a softer tone. “I’m sorry. You’ve lost so much.”

She raised her chin. “I have. And I’m not losing anyone else. Including Molly.”

I shook my head. “The courts have granted me custody of Molly.”

“I don’t care what the courts say. She’s my granddaughter.”

Molly had spent little time with her grandmother until recently. Gabe watched the child while Maria worked, and he put her in school or day care when he had a job. Maria’s illness and death had been the exception. “Molly’s moving in with me when she gets out of here.”

Edith’s face pinched with fury. “The hell she is!”

“What’s going on here?” Judson’s voice cut through the tension.

“She’s trying to steal my granddaughter before my son’s body is cold,” Edith said.

“I have a court order,” I said.

“How’s Molly?” Judson asked.

The question brought my thoughts back to what mattered. “She’s still asleep, but she’s more responsive and her coloring is better. If she continues to improve, she can be released in a few hours.”

“She’s not going anywhere with you,” Edith said.

“Edith,” Judson said evenly. “You have every right to petition the court, but for now Raine has custody.”

“I’m not allowing my grandchild to leave with her. There’s been nothing but tragedy since Raine Hale came back.”

Judson motioned a uniformed officer forward. “Show Mrs. Durant into the child’s room. Stay for a few minutes. Then escort her out.” He looked at Edith. “Okay?”

Her chin lifted, her jaw set. “If that’s what it takes to see Molly.”

Edith left with the police officer.

“I have questions for you,” Judson said.

I knew where this was going. “Ken was at Hale House when I pulled up. He offered to help me find Gabe.”

There was a long silence while he studied me. “What was he doing at Hale House?”

“He knows we’re finished, but he won’t let go of me or the estate.”

“Has he said that?”

“It’s how he operates. You remember from high school.”

“Have you checked your car for a tracker?”

“No.” My frown deepened.

“I found an AirTag in Gabe’s truck. Maria admitted to placing it there. It’s so easy to do. We should also check Edith’s car and Maria’s vehicle.”

Stalking. Maria had been tracking Gabe. A year ago, I’d have said Ken wouldn’t do that to me. Now I didn’t know. “I didn’t ask questions. I was desperate for help.” I met his steady gaze. “Who did you find in the creek bed?”

“Amy Stocker.”

“How did she die?” I asked.

“Amy had been in the woods a few days. Livor mortis suggests she died there.”

“She was so close to where Mom was found. That can’t be coincidence.”

“No. I don’t think so.”

“Mom’s death has been public information for seventeen years. An internet search would produce crime scene photos of her body lying on the creek bed.”

“There are enough people who know.” Edith. Ken. Maria. Gabe. Judson. The names rattled like a social media feed. “What was Maria’s relationship with Edith like?” he added.

“Cordial. Not close. Maria told me she and Gabe didn’t see her very much.”

“Why?”

“Edith can be . . . difficult.”

He nodded. “Are you okay?”

I shrugged. “Not great. But I’ll get by. My only focus now is Molly—and how I’ll tell her about her parents.”

“Do you think Gabe told her about Maria?”

“I don’t know.” But given Gabe’s tendency to avoid trouble, I guessed he hadn’t. “I’ll find out soon.”

Judson slid his hands into his pockets. “I’ll request a social worker to make sure you have all you need.”

His offer surprised me. “Logistics with kids is foreign to me. Thank you.”

“Sure. Once Molly’s settled, you and I need to talk.”

Gabe’s death nullified any attorney-client privilege. “Sure. Tomorrow.”

His forehead furrowed with concern. “Be careful. And keep your distance from Ken.”

Despite the logic, loyalty pulled. “He helped me today.”

“What better way to get close again? Maybe he’s hoping you’ll withdraw the divorce.”

“That won’t happen. If not for Molly, I wouldn’t have taken anything from him today. That smile isn’t as persuasive as it used to be.”

Judson smiled faintly. “More charming than mine, though.”

I shot him a look. “That’s true.”


Chapter Forty-Four

Judson

Wednesday, October 21, 2026, 7:00 p.m.

Yellow crime scene tape sagged across the front steps of Amy Stocker’s gray town house. She hadn’t died here. But her home still told a story. A piece of her puzzle.

I tugged on gloves and booties before stepping inside. At the threshold, my gaze caught Meg Pollard’s. The state forensic tech was crouched with her camera, snapping shots of dusted doorknobs, kitchen counters, and tables. Flashes lit the cream walls in quick bursts.

“Agent Blackwood,” she said without lowering the camera. “Mind if I keep working? Albemarle County is waiting on a consult on a torched car.”

“Go ahead.” Crimes happened simultaneously. Stretched local resources thin.

The living room was beige on beige—carpet, walls, blinds. A blue thrift-store sofa with a quilt draped over the back did its best to add color. Two blue wicker chairs still smelled of fresh paint. On a coffee table sat a fake green plant, a Jamaica travel brochure, a bride magazine, and beaded bracelets carelessly tossed aside. She’d done her best to make a flavorless room her own.

Upstairs, the primary bedroom was neat. Bed was perfectly made, pillows fluffed, a blue quilt smoothed tight.

A silver frame on the nightstand drew my attention. People told their truth in the bedroom.

This photo showed Amy, Gabe, and Molly—springtime, dogwoods blooming, barnyard goats and chickens in the background.

Meg appeared at the doorway and approached. “Takes guts to take a five-year-old on a secret date with the girlfriend,” she said. “Five-year-olds don’t keep many secrets.”

“You think Molly told her mother?” I asked.

Meg glanced at her viewfinder. “If I had to put money on it, the kid let something slip.”

“Maria was pulling twelve-hour shifts. Would’ve been easy for Gabe and Amy to take Molly for a day trip.”

“You’ve seen Amy Stocker’s body. Any theories on the cause of death?” Meg asked.

“No outward trauma other than the bottom of her feet. She ran some distance in her bare feet,” I said.

“Where do you think she was coming from?” Meg asked.

“If I had to guess—Hale House.”

“What was she doing there?”

“She used to work there,” I said. “She knows the house, the grounds. She had a fondness for anything Hale.”

“Her car wasn’t left on-site, was it?”

“No.”

“Kind of far to walk in,” Meg said. “Someone gave her a ride?”

“Or whoever killed her moved it.” I sighed.

“Gabe would’ve been her ticket to Hale House. He’s not an heir, but his daughter is.”

“That’s long-term planning, Meg.”

“It’s all theory at this point.”

“The medical examiner will tell us more about her, Gabe, and Maria.”

“A messed-up love triangle. And all the main suspects are dead.”

I’d already alerted the medical examiner’s office about the cyanide in Maria’s body. “If the motivation wasn’t jealousy, then what?”

“Money is the next big one,” Meg said. “How’s the kid?”

“Still in the hospital. Raine Hale’s taking custody of her.”

“It’ll be a one-two punch when the girl finds out.”

“I know.” I wasn’t sure how Raine would handle a troubled child.

“Raine and Molly are the last of the Hales, right?”

“Yeah.”

For a moment, memory crowded in—whispers Raine and I had once shared about having a child of our own. A fantasy quickly buried under obligations, her mother’s decline, and my ambition. Stolen moments had been all we’d allowed ourselves.

And then Raine’s mother died. Freedom dangled, brief and dazzling, before Raine retreated.

Her nonreaction to her mother’s death had been troubling. After the police interviews, I’d taken a step back. And she hadn’t moved toward me. The distance between us grew wider. And then we were on separate journeys.

When Raine had married Ken three years ago, I’d sat on my front porch, my only company the dark sky and the stars. I’d finished off a bottle of whiskey. Holding my phone for hours, I’d been tempted to call her and ask, Why him?

The booze had diluted my pride. But I’d never made the call.

The next day I downed aspirin to dull a throbbing headache, drank some water, and got on with my life. I was sure I was over her. And then I saw her at the hospital.

The honey hair I remembered was longer. Her body was leaner, and her blue eyes still burned with worry. The fading bruises on her pale neck had triggered something primal in me. I’d wanted to track down her attacker—make him pay.

“Agent, come look at this,” Meg said.

Meg’s voice cut through. I found her in a walk-in closet. The clothes were light florals, along with high heels and plenty of sparkly purses. A small section was dedicated to shirts and pants that belonged to a man.

In the back, Meg had pulled out a box and opened the top. The container was filled with photographs. More of Amy and Gabe. A few dated back to high school. Amy and Maria. Amy and Raine.

“They really looked alike,” Meg said.

“I’d known Amy was changing her look. The difference is notable.”

Some other images were just Raine. Not here, but in Alexandria. Outside a courthouse, near a sleek town house, in a tony city restaurant.

Had Amy been following Raine before she died? Or maybe Maria had. Her lawsuit would have given her cause to keep up with her cousin.

An undercurrent of tension radiated.

“We’re running a full background check on Amy,” I said. “Maybe I’ll see a pattern of behavior.”

“What do you remember about high school?” Meg asked.

“As little as possible,” I quipped.

“Did you know Amy?”

“I saw her around. Raine met her during her lunch hour at school. Raine needed help with her mother, so she hired Amy. Amy needed a home after she aged out of foster care.”

“How long did Amy work for the Hales?”

“I think about a year. Mrs. Hale died in October.”

“Interesting.”

“Meaning?”

“What was Raine’s attitude toward her mother?”

“She saw to her mother’s needs, but she kept her distance as much as possible.”

“Resented her a little?”

“Maybe. She was deferring college because of her mother’s illness. It was hard.”

“I bet.”

“Raine talked about being close to her father, but never her mother.”

Meg shrugged. “Raine hires Amy, a girl she knows lives on the margins. Amy looks like Raine and then really starts to mimic her. Can’t tell one from the other in the dark.”

“Amy was infatuated.”

“And Raine tolerated it in high school. Why? Was she just overwhelmed, or was it more?”

“What are you thinking?”

“Easy to confuse the two in dim light.” Meg shrugged.

“Continue.”

Her gaze sharpened. “Someone didn’t lock Mrs. Hale’s door. She escaped without shoes or a jacket into the chilly night. Mrs. Hale wasn’t found until the next day, am I right?”

“Correct. The medical examiner listed her cause of death as natural,” I said.

“It wouldn’t have taken much to push someone like Amy to leave a door open. Mrs. Hale was dead. And Raine was free to live her life.”

“Raine fired Amy after her mother’s death. She left Hale House and didn’t move back for seventeen years.”

“But Amy never forgot Hale House or Raine. She still wanted this house.”

“All the players that threatened Hale House are gone.”

I’d worried about Raine’s coldness after her mother’s death. I’d never seen her cry or crumble.

But letting her mother out of her room? Or manipulating Amy to let her escape? A fragile woman like Mrs. Hale wouldn’t have lasted long in the woods. Did Maria figure it out? Did she blackmail Raine for money? Was Raine willing to kill anyone else who might have known her secret? Maria, Gabe, and Amy.

All the threats had been eliminated.

And each road led to one person—Raine.


Chapter Forty-Five

Raine

Wednesday, October 21, 2026, 11:00 p.m.

I dozed in fits in the hospital chair. The back dug into me, forcing me to shift. Each time my eyes closed, Maria appeared. Standing over me. Pointing. Her mouth was open in a silent accusation. “You and Amy . . . what game are you playing?”

“Mommy!”

Molly’s scream snapped me awake. I jerked forward, the purple dragon tumbling from my lap to the floor.

I grabbed the toy and stumbled to her bed. “Molly, I’m here.”

The child’s watery eyes fluttered open. When she met my gaze, panic flared. “Amy, where’s Mommy?”

In a breath, the complexity of Gabe and Amy’s affair hit hard. “I’m not Amy, honey. I’m Raine.”

I smoothed my hand over the child’s head.

I’d counseled grieving people before. I’d learned that lying to avoid pain usually ended badly. But I’d never had this conversation with a child. “Mommy is gone, baby.”

“Gone where?”

Unshed tears clogged my throat. “She and Daddy went to live with God. In heaven.”

Confusion tightened the girl’s face. “Why?”

“I don’t know.”

Molly’s lips trembled. “When are they coming back?”

My chest clenched. “They aren’t coming back, honey.” I’d debated how to tell Molly. But no scenario I’d run was exactly right.

The child’s distant stare told me she didn’t understand. The news hadn’t penetrated her addled mind. It was too much to process.

Her brow furrowed. “Why did Mommy leave? She said she loved me.”

“She did, honey, she did.” The words sounded flat and insignificant. “I’m here now. I’m not going anywhere.”

Her lip trembled. “I want Mommy.”

I tucked the stuffed animal close to her, wishing I had her toys. Molly pushed the purple creature away.

“I’m sorry, Molly,” I said.

“I want my mommy,” she said.

“Do you want me to call your grandmother?” I asked.

“I don’t want Grandma,” Molly said.

“Why not?” I asked.

“She’s not fun. She yells.”

“Grandmas aren’t fun. But that doesn’t mean they don’t love you.”

Molly shook her head, her lips pursed. The child wanted her old life back. And I couldn’t give it to her.

“We don’t have to do anything now,” I said. “We’ll get a good night’s sleep and figure it out in the morning.”

Tears filled her eyes. “Will Mommy be back then?”

“No, honey,” I said. “It’s you and me now.”

I made small talk, told a story about the dinosaur—his name was Ernie. He was magical. Squeeze him tight, and he’ll make you feel better.

Finally, Molly drifted off to sleep. I held her hand. When her breathing slowed to a steady pace, I closed my eyes.

Footsteps sounded behind me.

I sat up, still gripping her hand.

Judson stood by her door. Hat in hand, a grave expression chiseled into his features. “How are you doing?” he asked.

It was good to see him. “I’m fine. It’s Molly I’m worried about.”

“It’s not going to be easy.”

“No.” A nurse entered the room. Checked vitals. When she left, I rose, carefully pulling my hand from Molly’s. I beckoned Judson to the hallway.

He was clearly tired. A dark beard shadowed his chin, and his shoulders weren’t rigid as they normally were. “How is she?”

I swiped away a tear. “Confused and upset.”

“I’ll reach out to county social services for grief counseling.”

I hadn’t thought that far ahead. “That would help.”

“How’re you doing?”

“I don’t know.” A smile flickered at the edges of my lips. It was a coping reaction that was becoming overused lately. “But I’ll figure it out.”

“All you can do.”

“Why are you here?”

“I came to check on you. And ask a question.”

“Okay.”

His thumb traced the rim of his hat with a calloused thumb. “When is the last time you saw Amy Stocker?”

“High school. Right before I left.”

“How did she take it when she had to leave Hale House?”

“She wanted to stay on as the caretaker. But I couldn’t let her.”

“You never heard from her again?”

“No.”

“But she never forgot the place.”

“She didn’t end up there by coincidence.”

“I don’t think so.” He sighed. “The medical examiner estimates she’s been dead about a week.”

“How was she found?”

“I traced her phone to the location.”

“Why?”

“She was having an affair with Gabe. I wanted to interview her.”

I ticked back through the calendar. “She died before Maria?”

“Yes,” he said. “Do you still keep hunting cameras on Hale land?”

“Yes.” Large tracts of land had trouble with poachers, even though the land was posted with “No Trespassing” signs. “Gabe mounted them. Just out of prison, he needed cash work. I don’t know if they’re still operational.”

“Where are they?”

On my phone I opened the app that marked each approximate location. “There are six.”

He studied the dots blinking on the map. “Text me your log-in information.”

“Sure.” I shared the details with him. “I told him to mount a few near the creek so he could watch for poachers. A few cameras are near the main house, but I’m not sure about the precise lens angles.”

“I can ask Edith what she knows.”

“Better you than me. She’s not thrilled with me right now. I think she’s going to fight me for Molly.”

“I’ll talk to her,” he said. “If she doesn’t know, I’ll walk the land and look for the cameras. They might have recorded any trespassers.”

“The data cards are good for a month. They won’t reset for another week.”

“Good.”

Silence pressed between us.

Once, I could read Judson’s thoughts. Since Mom’s death, his face had become a locked vault. I hadn’t seen past it since.

What would it have been like if Mom hadn’t died? Or if she’d died in her bed? How different would our lives have been?

“When are you and Molly leaving the hospital?” he asked.

“She’s spending the night now.” The physical space between us was a sliver. But the emotional divide was immense. “I’m staying with her.”

“I’ll drive you two back to Hale House.”

“I’ll need a car seat.”

“I’ll find one at the station.”

“Thanks, Judson.”

“Nothing to thank me for.”


Chapter Forty-Six

Pete Miller

Thursday, October 22, 2026, 12:15 a.m.

Pete Miller Ubered to the cheap motel on Route 1 in Alexandria. It was a shithole but better than prison. He used the key and entered the dingy room on the first floor.

An envelope and keys were waiting for him on the dresser. He walked to the window and pressed the unlock button. The lights of a black four-door flashed. It was at least ten years old—the kind of car no one noticed.

Back at the dresser, he opened the envelope. Cash and a note.

She’s at Hale House.

“I’m on it.”

He rubbed the back of his neck, breaking up the tension. She. Raine. He didn’t know exactly where Hale House was, but he’d find it. First, he’d take a hot shower, eat, and find a woman.

His fingers flexed. Too much to hope he’d find a woman who looked like Raine. But in dimmer light, he could pretend. And still see the panic in her eyes when he wrapped his fingers around her throat.


I used to believe . . .

Secrets fade if you bury them deep.

But here’s the truth.

Nothing stays hidden forever.

Not if you know where to dig.


Chapter Forty-Seven

Raine

Thursday, October 22, 2026, 7:00 a.m.

Molly woke several times during the night. She lurched up. Cried out.

I rubbed her head, whispered what encouragement I could, but nothing settled her. Finally, the nurse slipped into the room at two a.m. and gave the child a mild sedative. Slowly, she fell asleep, arms wrapped around the dragon.

Molly needed her own things. Anything that would remind her of Mommy and Daddy. No words were a substitute. Adrift, she needed an anchor.

Assured she was asleep, I left the room. At the nurses’ station, they told me Molly would sleep hard for hours. I ordered an Uber and returned to Hale House.

The house was dark, bathed in shadows. What was it about the house? So much death. Loss.

I got into my car and paused. An AirTag. I got out, searched the floorboards, the glove box, and the trunk. Nothing. It had to be here somewhere.

I’d search again when I had more time. I drove to Maria and Gabe’s house. The brick one-level ranch had been their home for years. Fallen leaves lay thick on uncut grass. A planter gripped thinning geraniums.

The crime scene tape draped across the front door had been broken. Someone had breached the tape, been in the house. I took this as an invitation. Using my key, I entered, flipping on the lights.

Inside, the air was heavy.

I stood in the small, neat living room. An eerie weight lingered in the house, as if Maria and Gabe stood close by, watching.

Once, I’d heard that sudden deaths shocked and disoriented spirits. Unable to move on, they remained suspended between the living and the dead. Forced to linger, they struggled to find answers.

If that was the case, then I was surrounded by ghosts and demons. Dad, Mom, Maria, Gabe, and now Amy circled around me at this moment.

Shadows stretched across the tile as I moved into the kitchen. Yellow crime scene tents marked bits of evidence around the room. One, two, three.

A total of ten spots were important enough to be marked by a forensic technician. Discarded white medical tape and gauzes used by the paramedics lay on the white tile floor.

Blood on the counter’s edge marked where Maria’s head had hit when she fell. Splashes dotted the white cabinets.

Unwashed dishes and pots filled the sink. The pasta Maria had cooked was scattered on the floor with the shards of a broken bowl.

I imagined Maria standing at the sink. She was washing dishes when she realized something was wrong. The glass tipped over. She staggered. And then she collapsed, hit her head on the counter, and fell to the floor.

I flexed my fingers at my side.

When Maria had first called me and told me about their financial troubles, it was months after Molly’s birth. I’d suggested this house. Once the caretaker’s cottage, it was small but well kept. I’d called it a temporary stop.

She’d refused at first. But I’d pressed. When she’d said yes, tension mingled with her gratitude. She’d always felt like the outsider in the Hale family. When her parents had been alive, it wasn’t noticeable. My father hadn’t helped his sister and her family. Then my aunt and uncle died. The entire estate went to me.

Maria’s mother died eight years ago. I’d returned for the funeral. And stood in the Hale graveyard as she was laid to rest in the family cemetery. “At least I have a grave waiting for me,” Maria had quipped.

Drawing in a breath, I moved toward Molly’s room.

Molly’s pink toddler bed was covered with a yellow comforter covered in stars and moon slivers. The impression of her small body remained in the rumpled fabric, and the impression of her head dented the pillow.

I grabbed a trash bag from the kitchen and then, back in her room, collected the comforter and pillow. I shoved it all in the bag, along with all the stuffed animals I could find lying about. In her dresser drawer I gathered pajamas, socks, pants, and shirts. I picked a well-worn pair of sneakers, knowing comfort eased tensions.

As I tied up the bag, the back of my neck tingled. I turned slowly, expecting to see someone in the doorway. A cop. Edith. Maria’s ghost.

Nothing but still shadows on the doorjamb.

The heating system kicked on, and the sudden sound cut through the thick silence. Energy shot through my limbs.

The sense of prying eyes grew stronger, and I was now anxious to leave.

The trash bag was unwieldy as I moved through the living room; I brushed by a side table and knocked over a lamp. It crashed to the floor, startling me. I righted the lamp and hurried toward the front door. I switched off the light and stepped into the darkness.

I tossed the bag in the back seat and slid behind the wheel. Maria’s minivan remained parked. The car seat was in the back.

Out of my car, I tried the van’s door. Unlocked.

I removed the seat, dusted off cracker crumbs, and set it in my back seat. Reattaching the seat was the challenge. I hooked the belt, but the seat remained loose. I attempted to rethread it, but I couldn’t get it to lock. I left it unhooked, to be fixed later.

I looked back at the house. The kitchen light blazed in the window.

Instead of returning, I let it burn. I’d be back soon enough to clean the house out. And for now, it would serve as a marker for Molly.

I followed the driveway out to the main road and took a right. A half mile down the road, another right took me between the Hale House pillars.

I hauled the bag containing pieces of Molly’s life upstairs and into the spare room beside mine.

The nightstands and the four-poster bed were made of walnut. Handcrafted and expensive, the furniture looked too old for a little girl. The entire house was trapped in another era, and I couldn’t tell if it was good or bad. Hale House never pretended to be what it wasn’t.

Stripped sheets in hand, I climbed down the creaky basement stairs and shoved them in the washer. Upstairs, I stowed the comforter in a closet, ran a vacuum cleaner, and wiped down the surfaces. The room filled with fresh scents.

Sheets in the dryer, I jumped in the shower, knowing I had less than five minutes of heat.

Dressed in fresh jeans and a pullover sweater, I made a quick breakfast and, after eating a bagel, remade the bed. I wasn’t sure if the room was more welcoming or not.

I Ubered back to the hospital. Judson would eventually figure out the scene had been compromised, but that was another day’s problem.

When I arrived, Molly was starting to rouse. I was at her side when her eyes opened. She looked surprised. A flickering smile vanished as she realized I brought a lot of sadness.

“Hey,” I said.

“Hey.”

The attendant entered the room carrying a breakfast tray. She set it in front of Molly. Cereal, bagel, lime-green Jell-O, a fruit cup.

“Looks pretty good,” I said.

She stared at the food. “I don’t like green.”

“What color do you like?” I was grateful she was talking to me.

“Red.”

“If I got you red Jell-O, would you eat it?”

She shrugged. “Maybe.”

“Let’s see what I can do.” I moved to the doorway, staying in Molly’s line of sight while flagging the attendant. After explaining what I needed, the attendant produced a red Jell-O. “Thank you.”

I waved the cup, smiling as I approached the child. “Ready to give it a try?” When she nodded, I peeled back the top and stuck the spoon inside.

She took a bite. “Where do we go now?”

“We’re going to Hale House. That’s where I live.”

“I want to go home.”

“We’ll go by your house soon. I promise. But for now, it needs a good cleaning.”

“That’s what Mommy always said. She said she could never clean enough to make it look new.”

“It’s a pretty old house.”

“I liked it.” She scooped out a globby spoonful of Jell-O.

“What did you like about it?”

“It’s always making funny noises. And the woods out back are filled with magical creatures.”

“Magical? Who told you that?”

“Amy. She said the woods have fairies and baby dragons.”

“Did you see Amy a lot?”

A frown furrowed her brow as if she realized this was too big a secret to discuss. “I don’t know.”

“It’s okay.” I smiled. “Did you ever see any fairies?”

“No.”

“Your mommy saw them when she was little.”

“Does she live with the fairies now?”

“Kind of, yes.”

She dug her spoon into the red Jell-O. “Why would she leave me?”

“She didn’t mean to.” My smile was quick, brittle. “Eat what you can. Then we’ll get you changed. It’s supposed to be a pretty day.”

Molly picked at her food, swallowing only a few bites before pushing it away.

“Want me to help you change?”

“I can do it myself.”

I handed her jeans, a purple top, socks, underwear, and well-worn sneakers that looked like a favorite. “I’ll be out here if you need me.”

“Okay.”

When Molly emerged minutes later, she was dressed. Her shirt wasn’t tucked, and her laces weren’t tied, but her shoes were on the right feet. Her dark hair was a halo of static and knots.

I knelt to tie her laces. “Do you know how to tie your shoes?”

“No.”

“We’ll work on it.” I knotted the laces and then dug a small brush from my purse. I dampened the bristles and then carefully brushed the tangles flat. I pulled the rubber band from my hair and secured hers into a ponytail. Not perfect, but acceptable.

“Ready to go to Hale House?” I asked.

“No.”

Neither was I. What the hell was I supposed to do with a five-year-old? I collected the plastic bag with her old clothes and the purple dinosaur. “Either way, we must get going. They’re going to kick us out of here.”

“Why?”

“Hospitals are for sick people.”

“Were Mommy and Daddy in a hospital?”

“Mommy was. Daddy wasn’t.”

“If Daddy was sick, he should’ve been here.”

My throat tightened. How much truth was safe? “He died before he came to the hospital.”

“How?”

“I’m not sure. But when I know, I’ll tell you. Deal?”

She regarded me with a long, lonely stare. “Okay.”

An administrator arrived with paperwork. I signed, handed over Maria’s insurance card, and prayed it would buy us a little more time. I’d figure out our long-term insurance soon.

I helped Molly slip on her jacket as a nurse appeared with a wheelchair. Molly looked at me, frowning.

I shrugged. “Might be fun.”

“Okay.”

She slid into the chair. As the nurse walked us toward the main lobby, Judson strode toward us.

His dark gaze slid over me, taking in my change of clothes and clean hair. He crouched in front of Molly’s wheelchair. “How do you like riding in this?”

“It’s okay.”

“Ready to ride in my police car?”

“Do you have a siren?”

“I do.”

“Okay.”

He shot me another glance. He was closer now and could see the circles under my eyes. “Ready?”

“As I’ll ever be.”

Outside, his car waited in a spot marked for police. He opened the back door. “Borrowed the booster from a friend.”

He helped Molly out of the wheelchair. “It doesn’t look like mine.”

“I’ll get yours later,” I said.

It was explanation enough.

Judson lifted Molly into the seat and hooked the belt around her. “How’s that?”

“Okay.”

The nurse double-checked the booster. “Looks like your aunt and her friend have it all figured out.”

“She’s not my aunt,” Molly said.

“Who is she, then?” the nurse asked.

“I don’t know.”

“First cousin, once removed,” I said.

The nurse blinked. “You and Maria were first cousins?”

“That’s right.” Shoving hair from my eyes, I handed the purple dinosaur to Molly and closed the door.

“We all liked her,” the nurse said.

“I know. Everyone’s been very kind.”

“Do they know any more?” she asked.

“If they do, I haven’t been told. I’m still in the dark.”

Her smile was sad. “Keep us posted about the funeral.”

“I will.”

The funeral for Maria and Gabe had been a distant thought. Truthfully, I had no idea if I was allowed to make those decisions. Gabe might have killed Amy and Maria, but he was still Molly’s father. I wouldn’t leave his body to rot. Not with her watching.

Judson started the engine. Panic knifed through me as I hooked my seat belt. How had it come to this? I caught Molly’s gaze in the rearview mirror. “Do you like to listen to music?”

“Sometimes.”

Judson turned on a country music station with an upbeat melody about trucks. Molly stared out the window, silent, as the countryside blurred by.

Twenty minutes later, Hale House loomed through the gates.

Molly sat forward. “I know this place.”

“You do?”

“Amy used to bring me here sometimes.”

“Amy?” Judson asked. “Was she your friend?”

Molly’s expression shifted to regret and hesitation. “Yeah, I guess.”

Amy had brought Molly here. Treading carefully, I asked, “What did you think of it?” I asked.

“It’s big. Lots of closets.”

“Your mom and I used to play hide-and-seek in the attic when we were your age.” The car rumbled down the graveled driveway toward the house.

“One day it’s all going to be mine,” Molly said.

The statement struck me as odd. “Who said that?”

Molly yawned. “She said it was going to be hers and then mine.”

She. “Amy or Mommy?”

“Mommy.”

“I didn’t know that.”

“Yeah, she was excited. She said when she sold it all, we’d be rich. I’m getting a new pink bike then.”

Judson’s head tilted slightly as he paid attention to the child’s patter. He likely sensed that any questions could shut down the flow of information.

He parked, shut off the engine, and helped Molly out of the car. We followed her up the stairs to the front door.

From my purse, I fished out the key and unlocked the dead bolt. Judson went first, checking the rooms as we wandered into the foyer.

“Are you hungry?” I asked Molly.

“A little.”

“Can I get you a bowl of cereal?”

“Okay.” Molly walked to the back door and stared out over the lawn. “Do the fairies live out there?”

“I think they do,” I said.

“Can I look?”

I opened the back door. “Stay on the patio, okay? I want to be able to see you.”

“Check the flowerpots,” Judson said. “I hear they can hide at the base.”

The child’s face brightened. “Okay.”

She moved to a large planter filled with an evergreen tree.

“Where did she get the change of clothes?” Judson asked.

“I Ubered to her house. I assumed it was clear.”

“Crime scene tape?” He studied me as I stared back in silence. “You shouldn’t have gone there.”

“Molly needed clothes and toys.”

“Stay out of the house, Raine, until I clear it. I’ll reseal the tape.”

I reached for a cereal box and a bowl. “Understood.”

“Molly knows more than she realizes.”

“I see that now.” I grabbed milk and a spoon. “I’d planned to make changes to the inheritance structure, but I hadn’t said anything to anyone. Lately, I’d been more worried about Ken’s motives.” At the glass patio doors, I watched Molly move to another potted plant. This distraction wouldn’t last long.

Judson moved closer, watching Molly at the planters. “Did you know that Maria—or Amy—had their eyes on Hale House?”

“Maria wanted a payout, but not necessarily the house and land.” And Amy liked to bring the child to Hale House.

His gaze locked on mine. “Everything’s up for grabs in an active murder investigation.”

The words echoed, sharp as glass. “That’s what Hutchinson said to me after Mom died.”

His jaw tightened. “Everyone is fair game.”


Chapter Forty-Eight

Judson

Thursday, October 22, 2026, 12 noon

The Western Lab of the Virginia Department of Forensic Science building in Roanoke was a modern, sleek study in glass and brick. The medical examiner, Dr. Lydia Kauffman, had conducted Maria Durant’s autopsy late yesterday. As expected, she’d determined the woman had died of heart failure caused by an overdose of cyanide. Amy’s and Gabe’s examinations were on today’s docket.

Dr. Kauffman was in her basement office not far from the bay where the autopsies were conducted. Tall, late thirties, shoulder-length black hair, she’d been with the department three years.

She rose and offered her hand.

Most of the cases we’d worked were straightforward—natural, gunshot, or drugs. Never a string of premeditated deaths like these.

I grasped her hand. “Dr. Kauffman.”

“Agent Blackwood.”

“You said you had something to say to me.”

She motioned for me to sit, and when we did, she opened a screen on an iPad. “As you suggested, I tested for cyanide in Gabe Durant and Amy Stocker. They both tested positive for the drug.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yes. We ran the tests twice.”

“What’re the chances?”

“Unless there’s an environmental source of the substance? Zero. This now falls into your territory. Have you tested all their medications?”

“In the process.”

“Poison slips easiest through something routine—supplements, prescription pills, even bottled water.”

“We found traces in Maria’s wineglass. Gabe took anxiety medicine.”

She nodded. “Maria’s hair strands and nails show signs of low-dose exposure over a period of time.”

“She had a lot of headaches. What about Gabe and Amy?”

“Each appears to have ingested a large single dose. No headaches.”

“No chance of environmental exposure.”

She shook her head. “Doubtful.”

“Did Amy Stocker and Gabe Durant die of heart failure as a result of poison?”

“I’ll know more when I do the autopsies today. Amy’s external exam revealed fibers in her nostrils.”

“She was smothered?”

“No scratches, no defensive wounds. My guess—she was unconscious when someone pressed a rag against her mouth and nose.”

“DNA found on her body?”

“I collected dark, coarse hair fibers on Amy’s body. They’re being tested.”

Hair sounded like Gabe’s. “Gabe and Amy were having an affair.”

Her expression remained steady. She’d heard it all.

“Semen in Maria’s vaginal cavity,” she added. “It’s degraded, but I’m checking the DNA. I’d guess it’s Gabe’s. I’ll confirm.”

“Rumor mill says Maria was having an affair.”

Kauffman shrugged. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“When will Maria and Gabe Durant’s bodies be released? The family would like to plan a funeral.”

“I understand the Durants have a young daughter.”

“She’s with a cousin now.”

“I’ll conduct Mr. Durant’s autopsy this morning. I should be able to release the bodies by sometime next week.”

“I don’t have a timeline, but I’ll check with Raine, Molly’s guardian,” I said. “What about Amy’s remains? I notified her mother yesterday.”

The meeting had been difficult. Mrs. Stocker—a recovering alcoholic—had lost custody of Amy when she was ten. Mother and daughter had reconciled only a few years ago.

When I’d notified Mrs. Stocker last night of Amy’s passing, she’d collapsed into tears. She’d asked me to leave to give her time to process. I’d promised to return once she’d collected herself. I added, “I’ll stop by Mrs. Stocker’s house on the way back to town. Amy’s mother might have some insight into her daughter’s actions.” I extended my hand as I rose. “Thank you, Doctor.”

Stepping out of the medical examiner’s office, I glanced up at the blue sky. The air was crisp, hints of fall in the air. My thoughts drifted to Raine as I got in my car. She’d be at Hale House with Molly.

Molly. She was a giggling girl when I’d first met her. Her excitement had lifted my mood. A sharp contrast to the pale, small body lying so still in the hospital bed.

Now she was orphaned.

Gabe had been the last man standing. Had he killed his wife and lover? Had he overdosed Molly with Benadryl? Why not give her cyanide? Maybe seeing Maria’s and Amy’s violent deaths had given him pause. Benadryl would simply put the child into a fatal sleep.

Regardless, I couldn’t wrap my head around it. The drive to Mrs. Stocker’s house on the western edge of Waynesboro took a half hour. As I parked in front of the white brick ranch, I regretted not pressing harder last night. This time I hadn’t called ahead. Mrs. Stocker didn’t need time to overly prepare or rehearse. A raw question-and-answer session about her daughter’s death would be the most revealing.

Neat hedges, cut and raked grass, and flowers in window boxes. Last night there’d been one red four-door Toyota in the driveway. Now there was a large Ford truck beside it.

Up the sidewalk, I rang the bell.

Heavy footsteps echoed in the house. The door snapped open to a tall man. He wore a plaid shirt and jeans and sported a full gray beard.

I flashed my identification and introduced myself.

“My mother said you came by yesterday. I’m Jim Stocker. Amy’s brother.”

“I’m sorry for your loss.”

“Thanks.”

“I’d like to talk to your mother.”

“She’s taken a tranquilizer.”

“Is she sober?”

“For her, yes.”

Mr. Stocker stepped aside, and I entered the house.

Drawn window shades doused the sunlight, shading the house in shadows. I followed the man into a den, where Mrs. Stocker sat in a recliner staring blankly at a cable news show.

Mrs. Stocker looked like her daughter. She was petite, and though her figure was fragile, and her skin deeply lined, it was clear she’d been very attractive at one time.

“Mrs. Stocker. I’m Agent Blackwood,” I said. “I met you last night.”

She didn’t look from the television or acknowledge me.

“Mrs. Stocker,” I said louder. “I need you to look at me. I have questions for you about Amy.”

Jim shut off the TV. “Mom. You need to talk to the police.”

She drew in a breath, and her head turned toward me. “What can I tell you?”

“I have questions about Amy,” I said. “I know this is tough, but I’ve got to ask.”

Her eyes blinked slow and heavy. “Okay.”

“Was Amy dating anyone?”

As she rose out of a haze, her gaze watered. “Gabe Durant.”

“How long had they been seeing each other?”

“Five or six months, maybe.” She tugged up a thick gray blanket as she focused more on me.

“How did they meet?” I asked.

“They went to high school together. They met again at work. I warned her to be careful.”

“When did you find out about their relationship?”

“A couple of months ago. She was upset and finally she blurted it out.”

“What was Amy upset about?”

“The wife found out about their affair.”

Maria had known for months. “Did Maria confront Amy?”

“No.”

“I saw a picture of Amy, Gabe, and his little girl.”

“Amy’s idea to take the day trip to Richmond. She thought it would be cute if she had a picture of them.”

“Did Molly tell Maria?”

“Amy never said. But Amy noticed Maria started showing up everywhere.”

“Where did Amy see Maria?”

“Around town. The grocery store. The gas station. Her favorite coffeehouse. Staring. It scared Amy.”

I struggled to reconcile memories I held of the stoic Maria with this shadowing presence. “Did your daughter ever report this to the police?”

“What was she going to say? Amy knew folks would judge her if the affair came out.”

“Did Amy want to marry Gabe?”

“It was her dream. She wanted to make a new family. With Molly. Her baby.”

“Baby?”

Fresh tears pooled in her eyes. “She thought she was pregnant.”

The medical examiner would confirm this. “Did Gabe know?”

“She told him a couple of weeks ago. She demanded he leave his wife.”

“How did he react?”

“She said he was upset. Angry. But he said he would try to figure it out.”

“What does that mean?”

Frustration furrowed her brow. She reached for a packet of cigarettes beside her chair, fished a plastic lighter from the packet, and lit one. Smoke curled around her face. “That’s what I asked her.”

“How do you think Amy’s body ended up on Hale land?”

“She loved that house. She loved working there for Raine. She was so sad when the job ended.”

“That was seventeen years ago.”

“Working in Hale House made a big impression on her.”

“Would she have broken into the house?”

Mrs. Stocker paled. “She never took anything.”

An admission rumbled under the words. “So, she entered the house.”

Her lips flattened. “Sometimes she spent the night in her old room.”

“Did she tell anyone about these visits?”

“Me.” Her gaze sharpened. “I told her to stay away from that family. To not tell anyone about these visits. I told her Gabe wasn’t leaving his family for her and her make-believe baby.”

“Make-believe?”

“Amy lived in a fantasy world.” Smoke curled around her lips. “I blame myself. If I’d done a better job, she wouldn’t have been hiding in her made-up world.”

Her what-ifs weren’t material. What mattered was evidence. The local deputies had gathered the hunting cameras late yesterday, and the memory cards waited on my desk. Good chance one had caught Amy coming and going. Anyone with access to those cameras would’ve known about the trips to Hale House.

How hard would it be to set a cyanide-laden trap for Amy? “Did Amy have friends who knew her during high school?”

“There was a Vivian. Foster kid.”

“Last name?”

“I don’t know.”

“Anyone threaten Amy?”

Sharp, hawk eyes stared at him. “Not directly. Other than the wife’s stalking.”


Chapter Forty-Nine

Raine

Thursday, October 22, 2026, 12:30 p.m.

Molly sat cross-legged on the floor, staring, eyes glazed, at the characters tumbling across the TV screen. The false cheer of their voices grated.

I leaned against the kitchen counter and dialed the funeral home. Speaking in a low voice, I didn’t waste time. Molly would be at my side on the next commercial break.

“Yes, you can pick them up at the forensic center,” I said. “I’m not sure of the logistics.”

The man on the other end had a soft, practiced voice and assured me his company had done this before. There was a special parking bay for funeral home hearses ready to pick up the departed. I needed to talk to Gabe’s mother, but Maria and Gabe had cremation in their wills. When it came to the matter of cemetery plots, I hesitated. And then, for Molly’s sake, I said, “There’s a family plot on the Hale land.”

“I remember. We placed your parents there.”

“That’s right. I’ll bury Maria and Gabe there.”

“I have crews that can handle the logistics.”

“Thank you. Call me when you have them.”

“Of course.”

I ended the call just as Molly appeared in the doorway, staring with wary eyes. “I’m hungry.”

“Peanut butter and jelly okay?”

She nodded.

In the avocado-green kitchen, I set her at the table. Missed calls from Edith glowed on my phone, but I shoved them aside. I owed her a call. But first, my lawyer.

I laid out peanut butter and white bread. I’d lived on the stuff when I was in law school. My dorm office desk drawer had always been stocked with a loaf of bread and a jar.

Creamy peanut butter smoothed over the bread. “Want me to trim the crust off?”

“Mommy never did.”

“Did Amy?” The casual question slipped out.

“Yeah.”

“Want me to leave it?”

She considered the question. “No, cut it off. I never eat it anyway.”

“Why didn’t your mom cut the crust off?” A silly question, but we were talking, and she wasn’t locked in a sullen silence.

“She said it was a waste of time. She said I could eat around it.”

I smiled faintly. “Makes sense, I guess. Bet you can nibble right up to the edges.”

“I can.”

I trimmed the sandwich and angled the knife at the halfway point and then at a diagonal. “What shape?”

“Sideways.”

The knife slid through the bread, and I pushed it toward her. I wasn’t fooled by the ease of this morning. We were both in shock. And soon the numbness would wear off. And she’d start testing as kids did, and I’d get frustrated and question my sanity.

“Why don’t you have kids?” Molly asked.

“It was never the right time, I guess.”

She pinched off a portion of the sandwich. “Mommy said you’re married.”

“I was. Or at least it’s about to end.”

“You’re getting a divorce.”

It wasn’t odd that she’d heard the word before. “Sometimes marriages end.”

Molly popped the piece in her mouth. “Was someone bad?”

Her words carried more weight than she knew. I smeared peanut butter on a single slice of bread, folded it in half. “What do you mean?”

“Mommy and Daddy fought. When I asked why, Mommy said Daddy was bad.”

“Oh.”

“Was your husband bad?”

My fingers sank into the soft bread. Relationship counseling from a five-year-old. “No one was bad. We just needed to live in different houses.”

“Why?”

“I live here now. He lives in the city. That’s all.”

She ate. Small bites, but steady. A little victory. I filled a glass with water and set it in front of her. “When we go into town, I’ll buy juice and milk.”

“You don’t have any?”

“I don’t. Only water, coffee creamer, and wine.”

She sipped the water. “Okay.”

“How did you sleep last night?” I asked.

“Okay, I guess. Lots of noises at the hospital. People kept coming in my room.”

“Hospitals are kind of noisy. And the doctors and nurses were checking on you.”

“I guess.”

“You’re here. And it’s very quiet.”

She chewed the sandwich’s middle. “Can I have a TV in my room?”

“I don’t know. The wiring in the house needs an upgrade. We’re lucky that the TV in the living room works at all.”

“Okay.” She yawned.

“Do you want to lie down?”

“Like a nap?”

The word was rarely popular with children. “Maybe just lie down. You don’t have to sleep. And I can show you your room.”

“What about my old room?”

“I’m not sure if we can go there right now. But when we can, I’ll take you.”

She finished her sandwich, and I took her by the hand and led her upstairs. “This house is old,” she said.

“It’s very old.”

“Don’t you want a new house?”

“I’m not sure. I’m hoping I can fix this one first.” Stairs creaked as we climbed. The walls were painted a hunter green, and the old landscape portraits were heavy in their gilded frames. In the small room next to mine, I led her into the best re-creation of her past life.

She walked up to the bed and smoothed her comforter, which was a little small for the mattress. “The bed is tall.”

“It is. There’s a bathroom right here. And I have some of your stuffed animals.”

She inspected the toys. Affection mingled with wariness. I understood. They were hers but, like her, didn’t quite belong in this new life.

“Do you need help in the bathroom?” I asked.

“No.” She hurried into the bathroom and closed the door behind her. After a minute, the toilet flushed and the tap on the sink turned on.

“Can you reach the sink?” I asked.

“Sort of.” She emerged with damp hands.

I helped her climb into the bed and under her comforter. She lay back, testing the mattress. “Would you lie down with me?”

“Of course.”

I lay beside her. I’d never slept in this bed. The mattress was firm and the scent of new sheets relaxing. She didn’t cuddle but hugged her purple dinosaur. I stared at the cracked ceiling, wondering how many problems this house had. It could all be fixed. For a price. But then what? Would I stay in the country with a five-year-old? The child had never been part of the plan, but she changed the entire dynamic.

If the courts gave me permanent custody, my future decisions hinged on her. Schools. Jobs. Dating. The estate, which would go to her one day. The future circled around one little girl.

Molly’s breathing grew slow and steady. She didn’t roll toward me. The tension in her face relaxed to a slight furrow in her brow.

I closed my eyes. Only for a moment.

And just like that, I fell hard into a deep sleep.

Until a scream ripped me awake.

I woke up so quickly I couldn’t focus.

And then I saw Molly staring at the door. I followed her gaze.

Ken. He was standing over us.


Chapter Fifty

Raine

Thursday, October 22, 2026, 2:00 p.m.

I jolted upright in bed, fists clenched, and pulled Molly against me. “It’s okay. It’s okay.”

Her screams softened to whimpers.

Then his deep voice. “Raine.”

“What’re you doing here, Ken?”

Startled, he jabbed his thumb over his shoulder. “The front door was unlocked. I called, but you didn’t answer. I was worried. So I came looking for you.”

“Upstairs and into my bedroom?” Had I left the door unlocked? That wasn’t like me.

“I didn’t mean to scare you.” He held up his hands. “I’ll go downstairs.”

I tightened my hold on Molly. “You can leave the house.”

“We need to talk,” he said.

Molly looked up at me, her eyes watery and tight with panic. “Who’s that?”

“It’s Ken, my ex-husband. He’s going to wait in the kitchen.”

“I helped Raine find you,” he said.

I scowled at him. “Leave now.”

He nodded and left. I listened to the steady thud of his steps moving down the hallway and the stairs.

My heart raced with fear that beat hard against my chest. It only slowed so I could shift directions toward anger. I thought again about the lock on the front door. I’d locked it, right? I didn’t know. Maybe I hadn’t. Either way, Ken had overstepped.

“Let’s go downstairs,” I said.

“Is he going to be there?”

“Probably. But he won’t be a problem,” I said. “I’ll hear him out and then make him leave.”

“What if he doesn’t want to leave?” She sounded small, scared.

“He’ll leave.”

She twisted her face up to mine. “But what if he doesn’t?”

My smile didn’t feel real. “I’ll make him.”

“He’s big. Better call the sheriff. He’s bigger.”

Out of the mouths of children. I glanced at the clock. We’d been sleeping an hour. As tempting as it was to call Judson, I didn’t want to depend on him. “Sounds like a plan.”

“I have to pee,” Molly said.

After the toilet flushed and she washed her hands, I took her pink hairbrush off the dresser, brushed her hair and mine, and then we headed downstairs. We found Ken in the kitchen.

There was a big bag of fresh bagels on the counter, along with tubs of cream cheese and a carton of juice.

“Thought you might be hungry,” he said. “And I guessed the refrigerator might be empty.”

Several years of living with me had taught him that I wasn’t good about remembering food. “Molly, these look pretty good.”

“I’ve had three,” Ken offered. “Do you want a bagel?”

Tension rippled through her body. She looked up at me, and I nodded. She moved toward a barstool, and I helped her up on the seat. I set a plate, a bagel, and some cream cheese in front of her.

Ken held up a plastic knife and an open tub of cream cheese. “Do you want to spread, or do you want me to?”

“Me.”

“I thought so,” he said. “You’re a big girl.”

He handed her the plastic knife. “Juice?”

“Yes, please.”

Ken grabbed a coffee mug and filled it halfway with juice. “You really are pretty grown up, aren’t you, Molly?”

“I know.” The child spoke with a bravado mirroring Maria’s bold confidence.

He set the mug in front of her. “Coffee for kids. You can drink your juice like a grown-up.”

A faint smile flickered on Molly’s lips. I could tell she was slightly charmed by Ken. He was hard to resist when his light and attention shone on you. He could make the world a better place. And when the light went dark, the loneliness cut deep.

Molly set about spreading a thick layer of cream cheese over her bagel. That gave me a chance to brew a pot of coffee. “Molly, I’m going to stand on the back porch. Call me if you need me.”

Cream cheese encircled her lips. “Okay.”

She sounded calm enough, but I caught her reflection in the glass panels of the back door. She was watching me closely. I made a point to pause outside by the window. As I expected, Ken followed, a coffee in his hand. He was making himself at home, as if he hadn’t gotten the memo that there wasn’t an us anymore. This wasn’t his house, and my life no longer intersected with his.

Ken walked past me to the railing and stared out over the fields. “I forgot how stunning this land is.”

“Yes, it is.”

He sipped his coffee. “Have you scheduled the funerals?”

“No date or time yet. But I’ve talked to the funeral home.”

“How’re you going to handle it?”

He’d been like this after my attack. Taking charge, handling details. But strings always dangled close to Ken. “I’ll keep you posted.”

“Don’t be offended. I’m not taking over. But I was their friend, too. We all ran together in high school.”

I saw the charm for what it was, but I still felt myself softening. “I’ll text you when I have the date and time.”

“Good.”

“Thanks for the food, Ken. But time for you to leave.”

He continued to stare at the land, sipping coffee. I thought he hadn’t heard me when he turned. “I’ll be in town for the next week.”

I cradled my cup, drawing the heat into my chilled fingers. “Why?”

“Because I want to be here for the funeral. And you.”

Invisible tethers stretched out, encircling me. “We don’t do that anymore, Ken.”

“Do what?”

“Be there for each other. We aren’t a we anymore.”

Ken grinned. “You’re so black and white, Raine. We’ll always have a connection. I can’t picture a world without you in it.”

“You’ll figure it out. Time to go.”

He moved toward the back door.

I blocked the door. “No need to go inside again. Set your cup down and walk the garden path back to your car.”

“I want to say goodbye to Molly. She’s in a sensitive place. She’ll be worried about people just appearing and disappearing from her life.”

“Bagels are not a long-term commitment, Ken.”

His relaxed features didn’t waver. “I also found her drugged in a motel room. That’s got to count for something, right?”

“I’m grateful for that. But I can take it from here.” I remained in front of the door.

Ken’s scent was a mix of expensive aftershave and him. He always liked the finer things, dressed well, and he had more hair products than I did. Even as I peered behind the exterior, his slow smile softened my resolve. “I just want to say goodbye to Molly.”

A glance in the window found Molly staring at us. Her expression was a mixture of curiosity and worry. “Fine. Say goodbye. And leave.”

As I stepped aside, his grin widened. He set his cup in the sink, leaning against the counter as he spoke to Molly. I couldn’t hear. She smiled. Ah, kid, the man could charm the best of us.

He rubbed her on the head and strode out of the house as if he owned it.

Inside, I refilled my cup. “How’s the bagel?”

“Good. Ken is nice.”

“He sure can be.”

“He’s the one that was bad?”

How could I boil this down to the level of a five-year-old? “He got into trouble a few times.”

Her brow furrowed. “If I get in trouble, are you going to divorce me?”

“No. Ken is different.”

“How?”

“You’re my family. I told your mother years ago if anything happened to her, I would take you.”

“But what if I’m bad?”

“You’ll never be that bad.”

She was silent for a moment. “I want to go home.”

I’d already breached the crime scene tape. I didn’t have any qualms about returning, but I didn’t know how the crime scene debris would affect Molly. “It needs to be cleaned first.”

“It always needs to be cleaned.”

“I can’t really explain everything right now, Molly. But trust me. When I can get a crew in there and clean it up, I’ll take you home. Deal?”

“Okay.” She bit into the bagel. “Can I have more juice?”

The front bell rang, echoing in the house. Great. Ken was back. He knew walking into my house stretched boundaries. He knew how to press it right up to deniable plausibility.

Ready to threaten police action, I strode toward the door. If Ken truly loved anything, it was his job and the respect of his superiors. I’d threatened once to tell his bosses about his antics, and that had caused him to back off. I’d still play that card.

When I opened the door, I was surprised to see Judson. Color warmed my cheeks as I thought about him crossing paths with Ken. He had to be wondering if my ex and I were rekindling the fire.

“Hey, what brings you out here?” I asked.

“Can I come in?”

“Sure.” I moved aside. As he stepped into the entryway, the space shrank a little.

“How’s Molly?”

“Eating a bagel in the kitchen.”

“You bought food?”

“No. Ken dropped by. He brought them.”

A frown layered on a scowl. “Ken.”

“Came right in, unannounced. He let himself in, came upstairs, and found Molly and me napping.”

“If he does that again, call me.”

“I thought about it. He said he was trying to help.”

Judson’s jaw flexed. “Is Molly okay?”

“She’s fine, considering. And I’m having all the locks on the house changed.”

“I know a guy if you need a recommendation.”

“That would be great.”

He pulled out his phone and typed, and a second later mine dinged. “Can I talk to Molly?”

“About?”

“Trying to get a general sense of how it was in her house.”

“Sure. Just go easy. She’s still kind of in shock, I think.”

“I’ll be careful.”

“There’s fresh coffee in the pot. And more bagels than we can eat in a week.”

“Thanks.”

I followed Judson as he strode toward the kitchen. Ken always brought flowers or candies. Judson wasn’t that smooth.

Judson grabbed a cup, poured some coffee, movements unhurried, no trace of the stress of a triple homicide.

“Molly,” he said, keeping his voice easy. “I’m Judson,” he said. “Remember me? I came to dinner at your house with your parents. And I drove you home from the hospital.”

“Sure. Mommy made pasta. You strapped in my car seat.”

“That’s exactly right.” He remained on the other side of the island but leaned toward her as he spoke. No edge. No desperation. Just two folks talking. Most cops radiated need—the itch to close cases all-consuming—but not Judson.

Still, Molly studied him warily. She wasn’t as charmed by him as she had been by Ken. She had figured out that Judson wanted something. Ken did, too, but he was slicker.

“I’m sorry about your mom and dad.”

Her brow knotted. “I want them to come home.”

“I do, too. I knew them when we were all kids. Raine, too. We went to school together.”

“I saw the picture Dad had of everyone.”

He grinned. “I guess I’m a lot older and fatter now.”

A slight smile.

He slipped out his phone. “Got another picture I’d like to show you. Do you mind looking at it?”

“Okay.”

Soon Molly’s numbness would wear off and she’d realize how her life had changed. Judson understood this, and that’s why he hadn’t delayed this visit.

He showed her a shot of Gabe, Molly, and Amy. “Looks like you three were having a fun day,” Judson said.

Molly took a bite of bagel. “We went to the zoo. I liked the giraffes.”

“Can you tell me who the lady is?”

There was a dollop of cream cheese on her chin. “It’s a secret.”

“Your dad told me her name is Amy. Is that right?”

Surprise raised the girl’s brows. “Yes.”

“She’s smiling. She looks happy here.”

Molly shrugged.

“Did you see Amy a lot?”

“Sometimes.”

Leaning closer, I wiped the cream cheese dotting her chin. “It’s okay to talk about her. The old secrets don’t matter now.”

A young face shouldn’t have such a deep frown. “Daddy liked Amy. He made her laugh.”

“What did they talk about?” Judson asked.

“I don’t know. She bought me a bear at the zoo.”

“You have a few bears,” I said.

“The red one,” Molly said. “I didn’t like it very much. It smelled funny.”

The red bear was in her animal zoo. I remembered it because the color was unnatural.

“Did you see Amy again?”

“A couple of times,” Molly said.

“Where did you see her?”

Molly sighed. “Daddy left me with her when he had a job.”

“Where did you two go?”

She drew in a breath. “Here.”

Judson kept his expression neutral and his voice smooth. “What did you do here?”

“She showed me around the house. We played hide-and-seek.”

I thought about the scorch marks in the attic. “Did you go to the attic?”

Molly dropped her gaze. “Yes.”

“It’s okay if you did,” I said.

“You’ll think I was bad,” she said.

I laid my hands on her shoulders. “I won’t think you were bad. Never. You can tell me anything.” When she didn’t speak, I asked, “Was there a fire in the attic?”

Judson frowned at the question.

“I saw the black marks,” I explained. “I was with a worker man who’s going to fix it.”

She didn’t speak.

“I bet it was an accident,” Judson said. “Fires can happen so easily in old houses.”

Molly met his gaze. “The lights went out. It was dark. Amy lit a candle.”

“Where did she get the candle?” he asked.

“She had some in the attic. And matches.”

“And then what?” Judson asked. “Did it tip over?”

She nodded. “We were dancing. ‘Ring Around the Rosie.’ And then I hit the candle. It fell. Burned very fast.”

“Who put out the fire?” Judson asked.

“Amy grabbed a blanket. It was scary. I never told Mommy or Daddy.”

“Did Mommy know Amy?”

“They were friends.”

“How do you know?”

“We saw Amy at the store. Mommy said hi to her.”

Over the child’s head, I met Judson’s gaze. If he was surprised, he didn’t show it. “I didn’t know that.”

Her feet swung back and forth. “Mommy invited Amy here.”

“To Hale House?” I tore a bagel in half as if I weren’t totally focused on her answers.

“Yeah.”

I bit into the bagel. Chewed. “Was that before or after the zoo?”

Her brow knotted. “Last week.”

“Really?” he said.

“We had tea and cookies.”

My smile was forced. “You remember everything.”

“It’s amazing,” Judson said.

“Can I watch TV?” Molly asked.

“Sure. For a little while,” I said. “Then we’ll go out?”

“Where?”

I had no idea. But I knew sitting in this house in front of a television wasn’t super healthy.

Molly hopped off her stool and dashed into the living room.

“Do you need help with the TV?” I asked.

“Noooo. It’s easy.”

When the TV clicked on, I said, “I’ve been told a lot of screen time isn’t good.”

“One step at a time,” Judson said.

I lowered my voice. “Where did you get that picture of Amy, Gabe, and Molly?”

“On Amy’s nightstand. Framed.”

“She saw them as her family.” Angry, I took a deep breath. “Maria would’ve fought it all the way.”

“Why bring Amy here? Amy suspected Maria was stalking her.”

“Tea and cookies.” I shook my head. “A real invitation to Hale House might’ve been hard to resist.”

We stood in silence. How could people we’d known so well have ended up strangers? “How did Amy die?”

He drew in a breath. “Possible ingestion of cyanide.”

“All three? The same poison?”

“Yeah.”

“How did they ingest it?”

“Maria’s in her wine. Gabe’s anxiety pills are being tested. And I don’t know yet how Amy was poisoned. The ME can check her stomach contents.”

“When did Amy die?”

“At least a week ago.”

“After the tea and cookies?”

“I’m not sure.”

Judson and I hadn’t spoken seriously in years. Back then hormones raged. We were always primed, ready to get naked and tumble onto a blanket. Even then, he was never rushed. His mouth on me, kissing my neck, my breasts, my stomach. How embarrassingly wet I’d been as he tasted all of me.

Only when I begged would he finally enter me. I’d savored the way my body had stretched to accommodate his. When I came, he’d watch, his gaze glistening with arrogance. And then he’d move in and out of me faster and faster until he came.

Judson stilled as if he’d sensed my thoughts. He had to remember what we’d shared.

I shifted. My habit of wanting what I couldn’t have never ended well. “I’m going to have Gabe and Maria buried in the Hale cemetery. Together.”

He swallowed whatever thoughts he had as he looked past to the child sitting six inches from the TV. “You sure about that?”

“Yes. It’ll be best in the long run.”

“Fair enough. Let me know when.”

“I will.”

“I’ll have that locksmith here in the next couple of hours,” Judson said.

“Thanks.”

“I want to see the attic,” he said.

He let the words trail. But I understood the meaning. Whoever was doing this could be after Molly and me.


Chapter Fifty-One

Pete Miller

Thursday, October 22, 2026, 2:30 p.m.

Pete tugged on his pants, glanced over his shoulder at the woman tangled in the sheets, curled on her side. Time in jail had left him impatient, too eager. He’d shoved inside her hard, but no matter how she’d moaned and pretended, he couldn’t come.

The lack of release tore at him. Frustrated, he wrapped his hands around her neck. She smiled, at first. The occasional game was part of the job, right?

When his fingers tightened, the smile vanished. She tensed. Clawed at his fingers.

Dread. He could smell it. And it excited him. He squeezed harder, savoring the way the tendons in her neck strained against his calloused hands.

Her eyes widened with fear. Silent pleas.

“Raine,” he said.

She shook her head.

“Liar,” he countered.

He gripped harder. Her face reddened. Her eyes rolled back in her head.

And then he came.

Breathless, he rolled off her. Out of bed, he pulled up his pants and zipped them closed. He tugged on a shirt and sat on the edge of the bed.

Lacing the shoes, he said, “Money’s on the dresser.”

She didn’t make a sound.

“Did you hear me?” He tied the second shoelace.

More silence.

He rose and leaned over her. He smacked her ass hard. She flinched. “Good. You’re alive.”

A dead hooker in a hotel room would have screwed up his plans.

He glanced at the time on the wall clock. Too early for Raine. But not too soon to check out Hale House.


I used to believe . . .

Some lines could never be crossed.

But here’s the truth.

The first time is hard.

The next time, easier.

Until finally the line is gone

and you forget it was ever there.


Chapter Fifty-Two

Raine

Thursday, October 22, 2026, 5:00 p.m.

The three of us climbed to the second floor. While I held Molly’s hand, Judson opened the attic door and switched on the light. Musty, cold air mingled with a faint charred scent.

I squeezed Molly’s hand. “Are you okay to come up here?”

The little girl nodded. “I liked it up there.”

“The fire didn’t scare you?” Judson asked.

“No. Amy took care of it.”

“You’re pretty brave,” I said.

Molly shrugged.

Judson moved ahead of us toward the singed corner. “I don’t see any candles.”

“Maybe Amy came back and cleaned them up,” I said. “They proved she trespassed and set the fire.”

“Molly, did Amy come here a lot?” Judson asked.

“I don’t know.” She pulled free of my hand and moved toward an old trunk, scorched on the outside with soot and ash. She dusted off the brass lock and opened the lid. “Yuck.”

Inside the trunk were skeletal remains. I gulped in a breath and immediately pulled Molly behind me. “What’s that?”

Judson closed the lid. “Molly, did Amy know what was in the trunk?”

Molly shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“Did you ever try to open it before?” he asked.

“Amy wouldn’t let me,” Molly said. “That’s why I wanted to look now.”

“Did Mommy or Daddy know you came up here with Amy?”

“Daddy found out. He was mad at Amy.”

“How did he find out?”

“He was waiting for us when we came out of the attic. He smelled the smoke. He yelled at Amy.”

“When was this?”

Another shrug. “The day we had a costume parade at school.”

A quick search, and the school website supplied the date. “October 12 was the annual parade.”

“Then days ago.” Judson kept his expression neutral. “Was the parade fun?”

“Yeah. I was a princess.”

“Sounds pretty cool,” I said.

Judson glared at the scorch marks. “Why don’t we go downstairs?”

I guided Molly to the first floor. In the kitchen, I offered her a cookie, which she could eat picnic-style in front of the TV. She was quick to say yes. Once she was settled, I joined Judson in the kitchen.

“Was that a skeleton in the trunk?” I asked quietly.

“The remains of an animal. I think a dog.”

“Why would anyone leave remains there?”

“The bones are old—bleached white in countless hot summers.”

“How long have they been there?”

“Years.”

“There was a stray dog on the property about the time Mom died. It vanished.”

“What kind of dog?”

“A hound-shepherd mix, I think. I’d leave food out for it, thinking I could make a friend. It ate the food only when I wasn’t around.”

“I’ll have the trunk removed. I want to test the bones.”

“Why?”

“Poison.”

“You said yourself the skeleton was old.”

“That’s only a guess.”

“Why would someone poison a dog?”

“Practice.”

“Why would anyone save the remains?” I asked.

“Killers keep mementos.”

My brain struggled with someone stowing the animal’s remains as a trophy. “Amy knew what was in the trunk.”


Chapter Fifty-Three

Judson

Thursday, October 22, 2026, 6:00 p.m.

Back at the office, Meg was waiting. She’d analyzed the footage from the six hunting cameras.

“Anything?” I asked.

“Definitely human activity.”

She swiveled her computer screen toward me. Six different black-and-white feeds glowed on the screen. The first two showed Hale House—front and back.

I zeroed in on those. The house sat dark, silent, quiet. “Any activity at the house?”

“You’d be amazed.” She fast-forwarded to mid-September.

At midnight on the twentieth, a light flared in the kitchen. It moved across the room. The refrigerator opened; a shadowed hooded figure placed items inside. Then the light drifted deeper into the house and then reappeared on the second floor.

“Is that a bedroom at the end of the hallway?”

“That’s my guess,” she said.

“That room belonged to Raine’s mother,” I said.

“The figure appears to be a woman.” She tapped the screen. “Watch.”

The figure stepped to the window, flashlight beam glaring. The hood slipped back—blond hair, pale skin, but no sharp facial details. The gait was also wrong for a man. Narrower stride. Smaller steps.

The trespasser could’ve been Amy.

Raine also fit the description.

I didn’t want to believe it was Raine—that she was a part of this. That personal bias was a problem. It could cloud how I interpreted evidence.

“Any guess?” Meg asked.

“Could be Amy.”

“Or Raine?”

“Maybe. Do we have footage of a car in the driveway?”

“No. The disk on that camera was missing.”

“Intentional?”

“If I were sneaking into Hale House regularly, I’d kill the camera, too.”

It was a smart move. Someone had been thinking ahead.

Meg folded her arms. “Whoever she is, she moves around the house as if it’s very familiar to her.”

“When does she leave the house?”

“Six a.m., Sunday, September 21. She stayed in the house for thirty hours.”

“And no clear image of her face?”

“No.”

I drew a frustrated breath. “What about the other cameras?”

She placed her cursor on the image and fast-forwarded to Wednesday, October 14. Eight days ago. “The good stuff comes toward the end.”

This time, the feed caught a blond woman staggering from the shadows through the woods on a path toward the creek bed. Several times, she paused, resting a hand on a tree trunk. A hand pressed to her belly, she dry-retched. She glanced back, wary. Then she staggered forward, vanishing from the frame.

The woman was Amy.

I leaned closer, waiting. At 12:10 a.m. another figure emerged. Also female. Hooded. Steady. Methodical. Following.

“Amy looks sick.” Meg noted the time stamp. “I’m no medical examiner, but I’d say Amy Stocker’s time of death was Wednesday, October 14, around midnight.”

“ME’s rough estimate is about that time.”

Meg kept watching the screen. “The fibers the medical examiner found in Amy’s nostrils are being tested. No matches yet.”

“Okay.” I watched the footage, observing Amy’s movements. “She stumbles. Collapses in the creek.”

“She doesn’t die fast enough.”

“And someone finished the job—pressing fabric over her face until she stops breathing.”

“Any more footage?”

“That’s all.”

“I’ll reach out to the sheriff’s office,” I said. “There are gas stations, fast-food places, and a farm-supply outlet near Hale House. See who has security cameras.”

Meg nodded. “Thinks she’s thought of all the camera angles.”

“And there’s always one more.”


Chapter Fifty-Four

Raine

Thursday, October 22, 2026, 6:30 p.m.

The day unfolded as normally as I could make it. Molly and I drove to the grocery store. She picked foods that were her favorites. I said no to a few bags of candy. She scowled, fists clenched, but no full-on meltdown. A win in my book.

We were putting the groceries away when the locksmith arrived. Molly ignored him, absorbed by the television, while I watched as he changed the locks on the front and back doors and installed sensors on the window frames. I paid him, tipping him well. The extra locks were nice, but if someone wanted to get inside the house, they’d find a way.

I considered one of the three dishes I could make. Tacos. Easy and always a fan favorite with Ken, who was really a big child. My two other specialties were spaghetti and boxed macaroni. Time to kick up my game in the kitchen. But that was next week’s problem.

My voicemail held more messages from Edith. I owed her a call, but I’d wait until Molly was asleep.

A truck’s rumble lured me to the front window. A forensic van plus an agent’s vehicle. Judson.

I opened the front door as he crossed the porch. “Hey.”

Judson raised his gaze to mine. “We’ve come for the trunk and to collect evidence in the attic.”

“Of course.”

The tall woman behind Judson nodded. “I’m Agent Meg Pollard. Forensics.”

“Good to meet you.”

“I know the way,” Judson said.

Molly’s footsteps thudded toward me. She pressed her body against the back of mine and peeked around me at the two of them. Judson winked at Molly. She grinned.

“Molly and I were just about to go for a walk,” I told him.

Judson nodded. “We’ll be here at least an hour.”

“Take your time.”

“I don’t want to walk,” Molly said.

I grabbed her jacket and mine from a hook by the front door. “You haven’t seen where the horses used to live.”

She frowned. “Are there horses here?”

“Not now. But they have an interesting home.” I hustled on her jacket and slid on mine. “We better go before it gets really dark.”

Under protest, Molly followed me out the front door. The horse barn was located on the west side of the property. The barn had been built in the 1960s and in its day had housed six horses. By the time Judson and I had dated, the barn was empty. It had been our private place.

We walked through the tall grass toward the gray barn. Gabled roof, a weathervane, wide front doors, and windows on the first floor.

“Horses lived here?” Molly asked.

“They did.”

“What were their names?” she asked.

“Pumpkin, Regal, and Popcorn.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Weird.”

“I was very little when I named them.” In a corner of one of the stalls, a cat darted across the hall. Hissed. “Barn cat. We have a few of them.”

“I like cats. Do barns have dogs?”

“Sometimes.” The stray I remembered was a hound-shepherd mix. When dogs didn’t hunt well, the owners dropped them alone in the country.

Memories flashed of the skeletal remains in the attic trunk. Had that been the dog I’d befriended? “These are a little wild. Be careful around them. They can bite.”

A frown furrowed deep in her brow. “Can I have a horse?”

As we moved into an empty stall, I remembered the day Judson and I had first stolen away to be alone. I was so nervous. He was quiet. Steady. “I’m not sure these stalls are good enough for a horse now.”

“When you fix the house, will you do the stalls?” she asked.

“Maybe. First, I need to sell land to pay for it all.” I wanted to please her. She’d lost so much. “If we can get a horse, what would you name it?”

“Bingo.”

“Bingo?” I looked back at the house, but from here there was no view of the driveway.

“I saw Bingo in a cartoon.”

“Great name.”

As the shadows lengthened, we left the barn and started back to the main house. Windows of darkened rooms glared back at us. The forensic van and Judson’s car were gone.

After the walk, I made tacos, but Molly refused to eat them. So dinner became a combo of bagels and peanut butter. After a little more television, we headed upstairs. Maria had once complained that the bedtime routine was sacred. Skip a step—disaster. But I had no idea what the steps were.

“Ready for a bath?” I glanced toward the door to the attic steps. Closed.

“Okay.”

I found a pair of bear pajamas and in the bathroom drew a bath. I wasn’t sure if she could do this on her own or not, but I opted to hang close. Slips in the tub happened.

When she was settled in the water, I washed her hair as she rubbed a washcloth on her face. Watching her splash, I decided tomorrow I’d bring a few plastic bowls and cups for her to play with. Out of the tub, I dried her off. She slipped on her pajamas, and I carefully combed out the tangles in her hair.

“Do you want to hear a story?” I’d grabbed a few books in my clothing haul.

“I can read.”

“Can you read to me?” I asked.

“Okay.”

We settled in the spare room bed under her comforter. I opened a book about Madeline, which had been a favorite of mine when I was a kid.

She began reading. I was surprised and relieved she could read so well. At the end, she flipped to the beginning and started over. We did this three times. Finally, she yawned. I took the book and tucked the blanket close to her chin.

“I’ll be right downstairs. Want me to leave a light on in the hallway?”

She looked around the room. Her wide green eyes reminded me so much of Gabe’s. How could such tender eyes kill his wife and lover?

“Yes.” She looked so small and pale. A fatigue in her gaze reminded me of a world-weary adult. Her life had changed. She knew it, but she didn’t have the words to express her feelings.

I couldn’t articulate my emotions, either.

A storm brewed in us both, and I didn’t know how to navigate around it.

“I’m going to sit in front of the TV. And in an hour, I’m coming up here to bed.” There were doors and windows to recheck. A house to secure.

“Okay.”

I left the hallway light on and tried to create some noise as I walked down the stairs. I poured a glass of wine, thought about Maria’s poisoned glass, and dumped the wine into the sink.

Switching on the TV, I kept the volume low, opened my laptop, and googled How to raise a five-year-old.

The suggestions were generic, and after a half hour of scrolling, I’d learned the importance of independence, social skills, consistent routines, and boundaries. Nothing groundbreaking.

Next, I searched Virginia adoption law. If the courts granted me custody, adoption seemed the next logical step.

Wind rattled branches outside. A knock on the front door startled me. I approached carefully—aware of a country night’s pitch black, trespassers, and Pete. It was Judson.

I opened the door. He was dressed casually in jeans, boots, and a flannel shirt. A holstered gun on his hip. “What brings you back?”

“Checking in.”

Glad to see him, I stepped aside so he could pass. “Doors and windows locked. Child in bed for now. Googling how to raise children.”

“You’re thinking that far ahead?”

I closed the door and locked it. “I have to.”

The evening cold clung to him. “Have you spoken to Edith?”

I hesitated—shook my head. “I keep putting it off.”

“Will she fight you?” Judson asked.

A frustrated sigh leaked as I shut off the TV. “She might.”

His gaze fixed on mine. “What if Molly wants to go with her?”

I motioned for him to sit on the couch. “She’s a child. She can’t make that kind of decision.”

He sat. I sat near him, drawn to his energy. “But . . .”

“I don’t know. I’m Maria’s age. Edith’s in her late sixties. The last few days have been a strain. She’s dealing with the death of her only son. I don’t think she can keep up with a five-year-old long term.”

“Would you take Molly back to Northern Virginia?”

Technically, I was on medical leave and my life was there. Originally, the move felt temporary; now it felt a million miles away. Until I thought about Pete—then the distance shriveled. “I’m not going back.”

A heavy silence churned with Judson’s unspoken thoughts. “Fair enough.”

“Any more on the investigation?” I asked.

“The animal remains have been sent to the lab. We’ll know soon enough. Still piecing it together.” A pause. “More signs of Ken?”

Seemed odd to upgrade locks on doors that might ultimately be removed after the renovation. “No. Double-checked the doors. The locksmith installed additional catches on the downstairs window sashes, but he warned me the windowpanes are delicate and easy to break.”

All the years of living here had never bothered me. I’d never felt vulnerable in Hale House. I did now. I’d pack up Molly and leave, but the investigation, funeral, and yes, the house’s legacy anchored me here. For now.

“Are you doing okay?” he asked.

“Yeah, I’m fine.”

Silence. “That’s your favorite f-word, isn’t it?”

A sudden smile spread across my face. “I use others.”

“But this one’s your favorite. You about wore it out when we were dating in high school. No matter the problem, challenge, or award, it was all fine. After we found your mother, it was all fine.”

“It’s a multipurpose word. It’s positive but also shuts down additional questions.” I leaned back against the couch, wishing he’d touch me.

His gaze skimmed over me. “It was a shield. A way to deflect.”

“Maybe. But as I remember, you were never a fan of questions.”

“What question didn’t I answer?” His voice was low and steady.

After Mom died, silence had crashed between us, like a mountain of stones. I deflected with fine because probing questions scared me. And Judson accepted my fines because he didn’t want to dig deep. “We never talked about my mother. We never processed finding her body.”

An unspoken agreement had settled between Judson and me that had grown thicker after Detective Hutchinson’s interviews. Mom’s funeral. “It was a lot for two young people.”

“We’re grown up now.”

“More or less.” I’d evaded his direct gaze when we were kids. Not now.

“Why did you try to kill yourself?”

My gap year between junior and senior years had been the subject of so much gossip. Amazing how people had filled in the missing twelve months. A European tour. A secret baby. Prison . . .

“You never asked me that before,” I said.

Judson’s gaze sharpened with profound interest. “It felt rude. Maybe I was afraid of the answer. Now I’m older and not as nice.”

That teased a small smile. My therapists had encouraged me to talk about my feelings. “At the time, my path seemed so unclear. Dad was dead. Mom was losing her mind.” I sighed. “Whenever I tried to verbalize my thoughts, I couldn’t. At the time, the hopelessness made sense. Now it doesn’t.”

“Why’d you hire Amy?”

“Maybe I was rescuing myself as much as her.”

He didn’t respond.

“She was homeless. Lost, maybe. But she adapted very quickly to life at Hale House.”

“Why did she copy you?”

“We learn by imitating, don’t we? Show a celebrity photo to our hairstylist. Buy clothes endorsed by a social media influencer. A form of flattery, right?”

“Depends on how far it goes.”

“Amy didn’t do anything malicious.”

I remembered her progression. Makeup, hair, a shirt, jeans, perfume. But we’d never talked about this—and hearing the facts from me seemed to matter.

“How long was she here?” he asked.

“About a year. I’d drive her back and forth to school. And with Mom we’d rotate nights.”

“What did your mother think of Amy?”

“I don’t think she noticed her. Toward the end, she confused Amy with me.”

“Did Amy ever talk about her private life?”

“She didn’t say much. Once at breakfast I saw scratches on her arms. She said she’d gotten them in the woods while taking a walk. She liked to hike by the creek.”

“You didn’t press for more details?”

She was serving a purpose, and I didn’t really care. “It seemed a reasonable explanation.”

The distance between us seemed to expand. Once we’d been so close, I had thought he could read my thoughts. We’d become accustomed to each other’s bodies. And I missed that familiarity. I hated the distance and wondered if we could get what we’d had again or if the window for us had closed forever.

He cleared his throat. Angled his body toward me. “You said she was strong, and no one’s fool, correct?”

If he intended to quell my desire, it worked. “That’s right.”

“She fell for Gabe in high school and then again this year.”

“Not the first strong woman who made a bad choice in men. Case in point—Ken and me.”

He didn’t comment on that last bit. “Amy didn’t love Gabe as much as Hale House,” he said. “She was obsessed with this house.”

He paused, as if considering his words, then added, “The medical examiner said Amy died before Maria and Gabe.”

“Amy. Maria. Gabe. Who killed who? Or was there someone else?”

Judson was silent. “I think Amy set fire to the attic while Molly was with her. It served as a message to Gabe.”

Molly had been unaware that the woman caring for her had risked burning her to death. “‘Love me or I’ll take everything you care about’?”

“Or ‘I know your secret,’” he said. Silence settled. “She sent the message to Maria.”

“Makes sense. Maria was following her around,” I said.

“You heard that, too?”

I hadn’t shared that bit of information. But neither had he. “Can we agree we’re on the same team now?”

He nodded. “You and Molly should live somewhere else.”

“She’s been uprooted a lot. From what I’ve read, she’s probably still in shock. The pending trauma will hit hard. For now, I think we’ll stay.”

He took my hand in his. The contact was electric. “I care about you. I want you safe.”

“Thank you, for caring.”

Natural to lean toward him. He wasn’t going to close the void. So I did. My lips met his.

Hand came to my waist—hesitant—then, as if discarding reason, brown eyes sharpened. He pulled me closer.

When he deepened the kiss, I tasted hints of the boy in the man he’d become. He was familiar and not. The shadows grew larger on the walls. I felt bolder.

“Come upstairs,” I whispered.

“Are you sure?” It was a question that he must have known answered itself.

“Yes.” Seventeen years. I’d missed this for seventeen years.

I rose, took his hand, and led him upstairs to the spare room I’d been using. I closed the door softly. Our mouths met again, slower this time.

The kids we’d been were gone. Grown into strangers. Now, it was time to discover who’d we become.


Chapter Fifty-Five

Judson

Friday, October 23, 2026, 4:00 a.m.

Raine was sleeping in the large four-poster bed when I left the bedroom. For all the time we’d spent together, I’d never slept in the main house. Slipping out made me feel like I’d broken a rule—like a teenager sneaking away before anyone noticed.

Last night had been amazing. Our bodies fell into sync immediately. Great sex should be straightforward. We were adults. Knew the score. But with Raine—complications were a given.

The drive home took a half hour. By the time I fell into bed, I should’ve fallen asleep. A few hours would dull the fatigue. But my eyes stayed open.

Sleeping with Raine had been a poor choice. I wasn’t a kid anymore. Neither was she. But it had also felt inevitable since the moment I’d seen her at the hospital.

After tossing and turning for an hour, I gave up. A shower washed away her scents, which I hated losing.

The water cooled, I stepped out, toweled off, and dressed. In the small kitchen, I set the coffeepot to brew.

In the den, surrounded by leather furniture, I moved to the floor-to-ceiling bookshelf. I scanned the lower shelves for my yearbook from senior year.

I flipped to the H section. Raine stared back from the page, younger but recognizable. Fuller cheeks. Guarded eyes. Blond hair trailed down her shoulders.

I turned pages—Gabe, Maria, Ken, and Amy. Amy wasn’t in the portrait section, but I found a candid of her. Standing behind Raine and Maria, her gaze locked on the duo. She’d dyed her hair a softer blond. Odd that Amy had been at the game. Wasn’t it her job to care for Mrs. Hale while Raine took a night off?

On the yearbook’s title page was the photography curator and president of the yearbook committee. A quick search of her, and I pulled up her married name: Jennifer Thompson Sawyer. Finding her phone number was easy.

I checked my watch. Seven a.m. Not too early to call. I dialed.

“Hello?” a woman asked.

“This is Agent Judson Blackwood with the Virginia State Police. I’m trying to reach Jennifer Thompson.”

“This is she. Is everything all right?”

The hitch of panic urged him to qualify quickly. “No issues. I’m looking into an old case. You oversaw photos for the Western High School yearbook.”

“Judson Blackwood the football player?”

“That’s me.”

“Wow, I wasn’t expecting this. Blast from the past.”

“Can you talk now?”

“Sure. Just slowing my racing heart. I have a teenager who just drove off to school. He’s a new driver. I thought for a moment this was about him.”

“No, ma’am. I’m sorry to upset you.” As her fast-paced words fired, memories of a thin, pale girl with wire-rimmed glasses rose to the front. She was always hiding her face behind a camera.

“No worries. What can I do for you?” she asked.

“I’m looking for pictures from our senior year of high school.”

“Why?”

“It’s related to a case.”

“That feels a little random.”

“Do you have pictures from those days? Ones that might not have made it into the yearbook.”

She chuckled. “I’m a pack rat. I have them all. Anyone in particular?”

“Amy Stocker is top of the list.”

“Ah, Ghost Girl.”

“Excuse me?”

“No one saw her much. We called her Ghost Girl. I heard she went back and got her GED.” Water turned on and off as if Jennifer was at a kitchen sink. “I can bring the pictures that didn’t make it in the yearbook to you.”

“I’m happy to come get them.”

“Okay. I’ll dig them out and have them for you in an hour.”

“You must be pretty organized.”

“I am. I leave for work at nine.”

“I can be there by eight.”

“Perfect.” She rattled off the address.

“While I still have you, I’m also searching for pictures of Maria Hale Cooper, Gabe Durant, Ken Watson, and Raine Hale.”

“I’ll pull them.”

“Great.”

After the call, my next task was to find Ken. Time for a threat assessment.

He wasn’t hard to find. We’re all creatures of habit, and Ken was no exception. He’d always liked a retro diner in Waynesboro. I found him there alone in the corner booth.

In front of him were coffee and a bagel. I came up behind him, and I slid into the seat across from him. “Ken.”

A flash of shock melted into a wide grin. “Judson. I was wondering when we’d catch up. I hear you’re busy with work these days. A triple-header.”

Thoughtless, but Ken had always laughed off tragedy. “People we both knew. Are you staying for the funeral?”

Ken sat back, turning his coffee mug a fraction. “I owe last respects to Maria and Gabe.”

“Not Amy Stocker?”

“No. I only knew of her in passing.”

I caught the waitress’s gaze and ordered a coffee. “Any thoughts or theories on who killed them?”

“Judson Blackwood is asking me for advice?”

“Why not?”

Ken sipped his coffee. “Love triangle. It’s very classic.”

“But all three are dead.”

He sat back. “One of the three killed the other two, and then killed him or herself. Last man out is generally the killer.”

“Gabe. Why would he kill his wife and lover and then himself? He loved Molly. He wouldn’t orphan her.”

Ken shrugged, almost amused by the comment. “Gabe didn’t always think long term. How many times did the guy shoot himself in the foot?”

The waitress brought me coffee. I thanked her, took a sip. “There must be a why?”

“Motivations are rarely complicated, Judson. Greed, lust, revenge. All basic.”

He wasn’t wrong. “Why did you come to town when you did?”

Ken held my gaze. “Can’t I come home?”

“Your parents are gone. You haven’t been back in years. And now you’re here.”

“I was worried about Raine. She’s had a rough couple of weeks.”

“When exactly did you arrive?”

His smile faded. “A few days ago. Like I said, worried about Raine.”

I’d seen the faint bruises shadowing her ribs last night. The idea that a former client would beat her so badly pissed me off. “She’s divorcing you.”

“I still care.” He sipped his coffee. “Pete Miller messed her up good. She should be back in Alexandria recovering, but she picked up and came here. Add in our divorce and selling our house . . . that’s a lot of trauma. And we both know her past. How fragile she could be.”

“She told you about the lost year?”

A smile tipped the edge of his lips. “That’s a nice way of putting it.”

“Did she tell you what happened?”

“She’s always been tight lipped about the details.”

“She seems steady to me.”

He shook his head. “She has her good days and bad.”

Ken’s talent for gaslighting was epic. “Tell me about the bad days.”

He drew in a breath. “Look, I’ll tell you, but don’t pass this around, okay?”

“Of course.”

“Her moods were part of the reason I started to spend more time at work. I often came home, and she’d have polished off a bottle or two of wine.”

“Stressful job, right?”

“She could work endlessly, almost obsessively, for months. And then she’d crash. She used up her vacation time to cover the downward spirals. She was either running a thousand miles an hour or at a dead stop. No in-between.”

I’d never sensed the volatility. “What were you doing in her house?”

Ken sipped his coffee. “I came by with bagels. As I stood at the front door, I heard a kid screaming. The door was unlocked. I rushed in. What would you have done?”

I’d have done the same—entered the residence and searched for a threat. “She’s about to be your ex-wife. Maybe call the cops?”

He smirked. “How long does it take the small sheriff’s department to get to Hale House? I was there, armed and ready to enter.” He tapped his stoneware cup with his ring finger. “I’m glad she’s not good at locking her doors.”

I’d seen Ken piledrive into a player’s back after the action had ended. The refs jumped all over him, but in the end, he’d had them all convinced the ball was active.

Everyone generally believed Ken.

But was he lying about Raine now?

The trick to a good lie was to weave it with truth. Ken was right. Raine had tried to kill herself. She’d had no reaction when her mother died. She’d walked away from an estate without looking back.

But in the time we were together, she’d been steady.

“Do you remember Amy?” I asked.

“Sure. Little Girl Lost. Ghost Girl. She was into some freaky shit.”

I’d heard rumors. “What do you know about Amy?”

“Dealt drugs. Hung with a rough crowd.”

“Who bought from her?”

“Gabe. Maria,” Ken said.

“And Raine?”

“She was clean then. It wasn’t until after we married that she started dabbling again.”

Ken wasn’t as slick as he used to be. Or maybe I’d interviewed enough liars to sense a spun narrative. He wasn’t describing the woman I’d made love to last night.

“Why do you think Raine helped Amy?” I asked.

“Like I said, Raine doesn’t always make the best decisions. Case in point: Molly. She’s not equipped to raise a child.”

“Why?”

“Never was mother material.”

“Why do you say that?”

“We talked about having a baby. Started trying. Nothing. Then I found out she’d never had her IUD pulled. She doesn’t want kids. And I don’t see her raising Molly.”


Chapter Fifty-Six

Raine

Friday, October 23, 2026, 7:30 a.m.

The second I opened my eyes, I knew I was alone.

Judson was gone.

The pillow beside me was still dented with the shallow impression of his head. The pillowcase was cold. My body—strangely—felt loose, unguarded.

I rarely slept this late. After yanking on the T-shirt from the floor and a pair of sweats, I checked Molly’s room. She was curled on her side, her small body turned away from the door, still sleeping.

I eased the door shut and headed to my bathroom. My shower was quick, brisk. As I toweled my hair dry, wind stirred outside.

At my bathroom window, I watched the morning mist drift across the edge of the woods. The trees swayed in a light breeze—gentle, yet oddly threatening. The movement made me uneasy, like the woods were restless.

When I was little, I used to believe Hale House was haunted. Edith had told me old houses just grumbled with age, like an old man. Maria, gentler, had told Molly fairies lived in the garden. Old houses always came with quirks, with stories.

But Hale House was not a place of good stories. Its history was written with misfortune and loss. And now Molly and I were fated to live out the next chapter.

My gaze lingered on the trees, the denser undergrowth. For an instant, I could’ve sworn I saw someone standing in the shadows. A faint outline, too distant to tell if it was male or female. My breath caught. I tried to find a face, to meet a pair of watching eyes.

The darkness was empty. No one was there.

The curtains slipped from my fingers. I reached for my phone—not for fashion and jewelry sites, but articles on grief, children, and single parenthood.

“Mommy!”

Molly’s scream cracked through the silence, echoing down the hallway. As I bolted, my toe caught the edge of the bed. Pain shot through my foot, hot and sharp. I limped forward, fighting to keep my balance.

In her room, Molly was tangled in dreams. She lay on her side, knees tucked tight, her covers kicked off. I pulled the blanket over her and slid in beside her. She shifted toward me, pressing into my chest, and I wrapped an arm around her small frame. Slowly, her breathing steadied, her thumb slipping into her mouth.

She didn’t know it was me. I was a sad proxy for a mother dead less than seventy-two hours. Soon, we’d have to sort through so much grief.

“She’s highly intelligent.” Maria was speaking about Molly when she was about a year old. We’d met for wine at a vineyard halfway between Northern Virginia and Crozet. Maria had reached out to me, and I’d been delighted to reconnect.

“Good, right?” It was our second bottle of chardonnay, and we were both relaxed.

“She’s smarter than Gabe and me put together. Can’t get anything over on that kid.” And then on the tail of a laugh: “And I have tried.”

“Isn’t that good?” I asked.

“Not really. Sometimes I wish she were a little less perceptive. Then I wouldn’t feel so judged all the time.”

“Why do you feel judged? She’s a child. Your child.”

“I never live up to the standard.”

“What standard? Neither one of us had a major role model in that department.”

“Yeah, maybe. But I owe that kid the world. She deserves better. And I’ll do anything to give it to her.”

And now it was my turn. And I didn’t have a clue how I’d make this work.


Chapter Fifty-Seven

Pete Miller

Friday, October 23, 2026, 7:30 a.m.

Pete stood in the trees, half hidden by the early-morning shadows. His gaze fixed on the old house, its windows dark and still. Then—click. A single light flared to life.

His muscles tightened. He didn’t move. Watched.

Raine drifted into view at the window. Long blond hair spilled over her shoulders, catching the glow. When she arched in a careless stretch, Pete’s breath snagged. He could picture the press of bare breasts against thin cotton. He’d wondered about the weight of the soft mounds in his hands. He had thought about them more times than he could count.

He’d have to wait.

The sun was rising, bleeding light across the horizon. Wrong time. But come nightfall, he’d be back.

The fool who’d hired him thought the money was his motivator. Pete almost laughed. He’d have done this for nothing.


Chapter Fifty-Eight

Judson

Friday, October 23, 2026, 8:30 a.m.

Jennifer Thompson Sawyer’s house was very neat, edges sharp, paint crisp.

I strode to the front door and knocked. Footsteps came quickly, and the door opened to a familiar face. The glasses were new, but her dark hair was still pulled tight in a ponytail. A few more lines around the eyes, still slim.

“Mrs. Thompson.”

“Jennifer, please. We’re the same age, Agent Blackwood. Judson. We went to high school together.”

“Right.” Encounters like this were always strange. People never knew how to balance the kid they remembered with the badge in front of them. “Jennifer.”

“Come on in. I have your photos all organized.”

The house mirrored its owner. Nothing fancy but clean and precise. “What do you do these days?”

“Librarian.” She tossed a grin over her shoulder. “Reference. I love cataloging facts. Life’s one big yearbook.”

Books survived. Memories didn’t. My own yearbook had sat untouched for years, until today. Most of what I carried from the last seventeen years wasn’t worth remembering. But the memories had stuck anyway. Some haunted. If I did look back, it was to the ten months with Raine. My life had felt as if it would come together. But as one piece fell into place, another dropped away. A teetering house of cards. My life stayed upright—until a stiff breeze blew it down.

“That’s great.”

On a polished walnut dining room table, there were six stacks of pictures. Some black and white, some color. On each stack was a note indicating the subject. Raine Hale, Gabe Durant, Maria Cooper Durant, Amy Stocker, and Ken Watson.

The order impressed me. Annoyed me, too. It reminded me of my own need to compartmentalize.

I reached for Raine’s stack. Snapshots. Group photos. Her senior portrait. Carefully, I set her stack aside.

Amy’s pile was the thinnest—three photos total, but the change over time was sharp—an awkward and lost image morphed into polished mimicry. A Raine look-alike. In one photo, Amy wore the same heart-shaped necklace still displayed in her current professional picture. I was certain the necklace had belonged to Raine. Had Raine lent it . . . or had Amy taken it?

In each image, Amy hovered in the background, off to the side, head bowed or turned. Easy to miss. In the final shot she was standing on the football sidelines close to Gabe. Not looking at each other but with only inches separating them.

Ghost Girl.

“It’s weird, isn’t it?” Jennifer said.

“How so?”

“Amy was turning into Raine. I’d heard she was living on the Hale land. I guess it’s natural. She didn’t have anyone, and Raine was not only nice but always looked like she had it together.”

“I didn’t notice Amy much in those days.”

“A lot of girls did. They teased her about the change.”

Kids could be terrorists. “Was she bullied?”

“It stopped when one of the girls found a dead rat in her locker.”

“I remember something about that.”

“Yeah. Quite the fright.”

“Amy?”

Jennifer shrugged. “Never proved who did it. But the teasing stopped. Amy could hit back.”

“Did you see her do anything?”

“Sure. A guy grabbed and pulled her toward him. She slipped free, whirled around, and punched him squarely in the face. He looked ready to swing back, but a crowd gathered. He backed off.”

“Remember the guy?”

“Ken.”

My gaze shifted to Ken’s stack. Bright smiles. Perfect black hair. Square jaw. “Did Ken ever make any other moves on Amy?”

“Not that I heard of. But you know Ken. He was slick.” She grinned. “You notice a lot behind a camera lens.”

Ken’s arms were wrapped around a girl’s shoulder. A beer in hand. A fist thrust up in a cheer. Hugging Gabe and Maria close. Ken was always in the center.

Maria’s pile showed her alongside Raine often, sometimes with Gabe, once Ken. Her smile always fixed, always wide. Too wide.

Gabe had a small stack. Football team. Halloween dance. Leg in a brace after the ACL tear. In many, his eyes were bloodshot, his cheeks ruddy. Drinking, even then.

“You see Amy and Gabe together?”

“A few times. Like I said, no one notices Yearbook Girl.”

After his injury, Maria had pushed Gabe to take on more rehab. But Gabe had been adrift. Amy didn’t have expectations then. Now—she’d probably reminded him of a time when he’d mattered.

“You’ve done a great job, Jennifer. Thanks for organizing these.”

“I’m glad you reached out.” She slid all the images into a folder and handed it to me. “I hope this helps.”

“Thanks.”

“I heard Amy was found dead on Hale land.”

I didn’t respond.

“Hate to speak ill of the dead, but you know Amy dealt drugs.”

“I’d heard that.”

“She sold to everyone. She serviced the poor and the richer kids. I think she made a small fortune.”

“Do you know where she went after high school?” I asked.

“Stayed in the area.”

“Think she was still dealing?”

“I’d heard she’d walked away from that. Too many busts the summer after graduation. And she wanted to be legit. But the money is good and real estate is slow.”

“She got back in the game?”

“She did.”

If Amy had sold drugs in high school, she wouldn’t have needed Raine’s paychecks. She’d taken the job at Hale House for what it gave her—credibility.

And if she’d still been selling drugs, that would widen the circle of potential killers.


Chapter Fifty-Nine

Raine

Friday, October 23, 2026, 9:30 a.m.

A knock at the door caught Molly and me at the breakfast table. She didn’t like eggs and toast, but after some coaxing, she’d accepted a bowl of sugary cereal. Not ideal, but I could only fight so many battles at once. I crossed to the front door and, opening it, found Judson standing on my doorstep.

“Good morning,” he said.

Heat rose at the memory of last night. “Is everything all right?”

“I have a few questions.” His voice was low, thick with the unspoken.

Sounded ominous. “Come into the living room. Let me tell Molly where we are.”

“Sure.”

In the kitchen, Molly swirled a spoon in her bowl. Beside her were a yellow legal pad and several pens. I had no art supplies, so when she’d asked to draw, I’d dug the pad from my backpack.

“Molly, I’m in the living room. You can find me there.”

She looked up from her drawing—Hale House, rough lines, and a big square. Two chimneys, front porch, and an oak tree out front. Outside the house, three stick figures—two adults and one child—Molly and her parents. Inside the house, a lone figure with a triangle skirt. Me.

“Who’s here?” she asked.

“Agent Blackwood.” I looked over her shoulder. “That’s a pretty picture.”

Molly covered the drawing with her hand. A frown furrowed her brow. “It’s not finished.”

“Okay.”

“Why’s he here?”

“I don’t know. He has questions.”

Molly tensed. “What kind of questions?”

“I don’t know. I’ll let you know.”

The furrows eased. “Promise?”

“I promise.”

Judson stood at the window, staring out at the front lawn. All the times I’d dated him, I’d never invited him to the front room.

His questioning look prompted me to say, “I never invited you into Hale House before because of my mother. Not you. I wasn’t ashamed of you.”

Was he dissecting my tone for a deeper motivation or lie? “I never thought about it.”

Of course he had. He’d mentioned seeing the big house once, and I’d brushed him off. He’d never brought it up again, but I sensed the exclusion nagged.

“I was worried you’d realize how sad this house was.”

“Okay.”

“How’s the investigation going?” I asked.

He turned, gaze steady. “Like all of them. Patching together a puzzle that has missing pieces.”

“What part now?”

“Your mother’s death. We never talked about her.” He let the statement dangle.

“What brought that up?”

“Curiosity.”

“There wasn’t much to say. The last year with her wasn’t great. It was her dementia.”

“What was she like?”

The last seventeen years hadn’t released me from the overwhelming emotions. “Cruel. Sometimes she lashed out physically, but mostly her attacks were verbal.”

“Why didn’t you ever tell me?”

“I didn’t want her or this house to ruin what we had.”

“Amy must have seen it all.”

I’d struggled to keep the secrets within these walls. But Amy had heard my mother’s rants. And there was no telling what Mom had said to her when they were alone. “She did.”

“She never told anyone.”

“I was always grateful for that.”

“How did she handle your mother?”

I wasn’t proud that I’d avoided the house and Mom. “Like a toddler. There was no emotional baggage with her.” A long breath leaked over my clenched jaw. “I never saw signs of abuse. But I think toward the end she overmedicated her.”

“Did she ever leave your mother alone?”

“I’m not sure now.”

“There’s a picture in the yearbook. Football game. Amy was standing behind you and Maria and staring at you two.”

I didn’t remember seeing Amy at a game. “So, who was with Mom?”

“County health workers?”

“Not in the evening.”

“What about Edith? Maybe Maria?”

“No, they agitated Mom.” I hesitated. “But Amy left her alone.”

“Amy was highly influenced by you,” he said.

“I know. But I never worried about it. I even gave her some of my clothes.”

“Did she take anything from you or this house?”

“I noticed things missing. But I was just glad to have some freedom. She could have had it all if it meant I could be free of the house.”

He pulled an image up on his phone. “She wore this often.”

The picture was of a small heart on a gold chain. “When it went missing, I didn’t care. But it mattered to her. Maybe she had it all this time,” I said.

“Or she found it when she returned to the house,” Judson offered.

Scorched wood in the attic as well as the coffee in the cabinets marked someone’s visits. “She was here a lot.”

“I think so. I bet if we search the house, we’ll find traces of her. She had to hole up somewhere.”

I knew Amy had brought Molly here. But lurking in a room or basement room was unsettling. “I’ll search the house.”

“Why did Maria and Edith agitate your mother?” he asked.

The question caught me off guard. “Edith took over. She stopped checking in with Mom on decisions. Edith started treating Mom like an afterthought. Mom sensed it.”

“And Maria?”

“Maria’s mom and mine had a bad falling-out after my dad died. I spent a lot of time with Maria and Eloise, but the sisters-in-law went from being close to not speaking.”

“What did you and Maria quarrel over?”

“She wanted me to sell some land. I told her I couldn’t until I turned thirty-five. She insisted I try to break the trust. I explained the unbreakable structure, but she wouldn’t listen. Kept pressing. When I asked how she’d spent the money I’d just given her, she refused to tell me.”

“And yet she gave you custody of Molly.”

“She set that up years ago. I guess she never got around to changing it.”

His gaze sharpened. “I’d like to exhume your mother’s body.”

The air left me. “I didn’t see that coming,” I said.

“Her death was suspicious.”

“She had dementia.”

“But she was physically healthy. She escaped the house and died in the woods in the creek bed. I think there’s more to the story.”

“Think she was poisoned?”

“Maybe someone thought they were doing you a favor.”

“That’s sick.”

Unfazed, he added, “Amy, Maria, and Gabe believed this land owed them something. You and your mother stood in their way.”

The realization was chilling. I’d never once considered that Mom had been murdered.

“Let me exhume her body. A few tests, and we’ll know if I’m wrong or not.”

None of this made sense. “You think this person waited seventeen years to poison Maria, Gabe, and Amy?”

“I don’t know how it all connects yet.”

“You think I could be involved?”

He hesitated. “No.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

The puzzle pieces lay on the table, partial images that still didn’t coalesce into a larger picture.

“Go ahead,” I said. “Do it. Exhume her body.”

A slight nod, and rippling tension eased. “Okay.”

He wanted to be sure of me. But he had doubts. Ken, Gabe, and Maria could have seeded any number of doubts. This close I could smell him. I met his gaze. His breathing deepened, grew slower.

Molly’s feet hit the floor, and her footsteps thumped toward us.

I stepped back, wondering if the heat warming my cheeks showed.

Judson stood rigid until slowly his breath eased from his chest. “I’ll keep you posted.”

“Great.”

Molly eyed Judson as if he were a prime suspect. “What’re you doing?”

I felt as if I’d been caught doing something illicit. “Can you say hi to Agent Blackwood first?” I asked.

Molly pulled in a breath. “Hi.”

Judson grinned. “How’re you, Molly?” The tension rippling through his body had faded.

“Good.”

“Good?” he asked. “What’s that mean?” His question had no emotional charge.

“I’m drawing. Eating cereal.”

“She slept in the Rose Room last night,” I said.

“Why do they call it the Rose Room?” Judson asked.

“Roses on the walls,” Molly said.

“Did you count them?” he asked.

A slight smile nudged the corners of her lips. “I tried. There are too many.”

“Raine, have you counted them?” he asked.

“A few times,” I said. I’d moved into that room when my mother’s health declined. Later, I’d given the room to Amy because it was the closest room to hers. Many nights I’d lain awake listening for her breathing. “There are three thousand twenty-two roses.”

Molly and Judson looked at me, both skeptical.

“It’s true,” I said. “I’ve counted them. Twice.”

“I can count to one hundred,” Molly said.

“One day you’ll count higher,” I said.

A car pulled in the front circle, and Edith Durant got out. I hadn’t called or spoken to her since I’d taken Molly. I braced as she climbed the stairs.

“Grandma is here,” I said.

Molly looked toward the sidelight windows by the front door. “Okay.”

“Do you want to see her?” Judson asked.

She nodded. “Yeah. Sure.”

“Do you want to spend time with her?” he asked.

“I guess.”

Judson’s gaze skimmed over the child’s head to mine. We both heard the tension.

The front doorbell rang.

“We’ll visit with Grandma here. But for now, I want you to stay with me, okay?” I asked.

Molly nodded. “Okay.”

“Molly, can you show me where the kitchen is?” Judson asked. “I need a cup of coffee.”

“I made a pot,” I said. “Molly, can you help Judson? We’ll be right there.”

“Okay.”

Once they’d vanished into the kitchen, I opened the door to Edith, who stood stiff and stoic. “Edith. I didn’t realize you were coming by.”

Her lips pursed. “I’m here to see my granddaughter. Where is she?”

“In the kitchen. You’re welcome to visit with her,” I said. “But I need to be clear. She stays with me.”

Edith shook her head, her eyes narrowing. “She’s mine.”

“She loves you. But I have custody of her. That’s not changing.”

“Until you get tired of parenting. Until you realize it’s a lot of work.”

“I’m sure I’ll face many challenges.”

“You cannot take her away from me.” Her words were razor sharp.

“I’m not. You can visit her here. But those visits will be here for now. There’s a lot to get through in the next couple of weeks.”

“What’s he doing here?”

“Checking in,” I said. “Would you like to join us in the kitchen?”

She eyed me. “You back together with him? You aren’t even divorced yet.”

“Edith.” My voice hardened. “I want us to be cordial. But I won’t let you talk to me like that.”

“I don’t trust you. You took off before.”

“When? After Mom died?”

“You left Hale House. The house and property are a responsibility. An obligation. Gabe, Maria, and I were left to handle it all.”

“I appreciate that. But remember, you had a rent-free house to live in.”

Edith’s shoulders stiffened. She handed me the bag. “These are Molly’s clothes. I cleaned what I had at the house.”

“Thank you.”

I followed her into the kitchen, to find Molly spooning sugar into a cup of coffee. The spoon clinked against the side of a stoneware mug as the girl stirred.

“Molly,” Edith said. She kissed the girl on top of her head. “I’ve missed you.”

Molly smiled. “I’m drawing.”

Edith glanced at the cereal bowl. “Are you eating?”

“Yes,” Molly said.

“What did you have for breakfast?”

I tamped down the urge to answer for the child.

“Cereal.”

Judson sipped his coffee, clearly curious about Molly’s one-word answers. Finally he said, “I better get going. Raine, walk me out?”

I glanced at Edith standing by Molly. At some point, we’d have to come to an understanding. I had to hope I could trust her with Molly.

“Sure.” I followed him to the front door.

He reached for the knob and paused. “She’s not a threat to you,” he said. “She’s Gabe’s mother.”

“I know. But she’s had it in for me since I got back.”

“She’s afraid. And grieving.”

“You’re right. But she enabled Gabe to take Molly.”

“Do you think she expected it to go so far?”

“No.” I shook my head. I wanted to find pity, but I had none in reserve. “Maria was not fond of her.”

“Mothers-in-law don’t always get along with the women their sons marry.”

Ken’s mother had left the area about a decade ago and moved to Florida. Just as well. We hadn’t been each other’s superfans. “Point taken. I need to work it out with her.”

“I’ll update you on the exhumation,” he said.

“Great.” I found traces of a smile.

When he left, I closed the door and moved back toward the kitchen. Molly was eating more cereal, and Edith had poured herself a cup of coffee. She’d been in this house so much, and it made sense that she still knew her way around the kitchen.

“It’s a sketch of this house,” Molly said.

“Oh, who are these people?” Edith asked.

“That’s Mommy, Daddy, and me. That’s Raine. She’s in the house.”

“Why are you and your parents outside the house?” Edith asked.

“Because we are,” she said.

“Eat your cereal,” Edith said.

The girl took a bite, swiped a drizzle of milk from her lips, and then jumped down and hurried into the living room.

“This isn’t the place for a child,” Edith said.

“I grew up here,” I said. “Maria and Gabe spent many hours here.”

“This place is past its prime. It’s too old.”

“I’m talking to a contractor.”

“Renovation brings chaos.”

This conversation wasn’t steering toward steady waters. “The medical examiner will release Maria’s body to my custody. I’m having her cremated and her ashes buried in the Hale cemetery. What would you like to do with Gabe? He’s welcome to rest by Maria in the family plot.”

Her eyes watered and then hardened. “Gabe on Hale land. You’ll have them all with you then, won’t you?”

“I was thinking about Molly. She might want her parents together.”

Her expression shifted, subtle but noticeable. “You barely know the child.”

Impatience gnawed at me. “None of it’s what I want. I miss Gabe and Maria. But I’m making the best of it. Including raising Molly.” Silence pressed. “I’ve contacted the funeral home. As soon as they call me back, I’ll work out the logistics. Let me know if you want Gabe here or not.”

“He never wanted to be buried. Hated the idea of being trapped underground.”

“Their ashes can be spread together in the cemetery.”

A hint of warmth. “I’ll think about it. I’m not sure. I might want my son buried.”

“Let me know soon so I can tell the funeral home what to do. Either way, a service will help Molly with closure.”

Edith set her coffee down. Her gaze scanned the room. “I wish I had a nickel for all the hours I’ve spent in this room.”

Thousands of hours when Mom was alive and after. I wished Edith and I had gotten along better. She was one of my last connections to Mom and the good parts of my past. “Do you remember Amy Stocker?”

“Sure. She was always lurking about once you let her into the house. Why are you asking about her?”

“You saw the police lights?”

“Yes.”

“The police found Amy’s body on Hale land.”

Her frown deepened. “No one would tell me why they were here.”

“Did you ever talk to Amy when she worked here?”

“Our paths didn’t cross often. But I was polite. She asked me a lot of questions about the house and you. She was very curious.”

“I never realized how obsessed she was with Hale House.”

Edith released a breath. “You shouldn’t have hired her. It gave her ideas.”

“About what?”

“Being a part of this family. Girls like her will do anything to feel like they belong.”

I’d never made any promises to Amy beyond a small paycheck and room and board. But maybe just allowing her into the house had hinted at a relationship that wouldn’t happen.

“Did Amy date anyone?”

“I have no way of knowing,” Edith said. “We were coworkers. Not friends.”

“No one visited her while she was here?”

“I didn’t see anyone. But I went home most evenings by six p.m.”

“How was she with Mom?”

“As good as she could be. You know how agitated your mother could be in the evenings.”

“I remember.”

Edith glanced toward Molly in the living room. “I want to come back. I’d like to see Molly weekly.”

“Of course. But call before you come.”

“Of course, Miss Hale.”


Chapter Sixty

Judson

Friday, October 23, 2026, 10:30 a.m.

My call to the judge about the Hale exhumation had been straightforward. I’d laid out the facts, assuring him I had Raine Hale’s permission, and within the hour he’d signed the order.

Exhumations were rare and messy. They stirred community gossip and drew unwanted media attention. The funeral home now had a crew scheduled to dig graves for Maria and Gabe Durant on Monday. Edith had settled very quickly on a traditional burial. The exhumation would be the same day the graves were dug, and the funerals would be held within the next few days.

Now I headed to Roanoke to speak to a Vivian Collins. She worked in a hair salon in a suburban strip mall. She’d agreed to meet me for coffee before her shift. The café was crowded, people in jeans and sneakers hunched over mugs. I ordered a black coffee and scanned the room and spotted her in the corner.

Neat, composed. Blond hair cut with precision. Polished nails. The photo I had was nearly two decades old, but the resemblance was there. The fuller-faced girl with shaggy, dark hair had sharpened into this woman.

Amy had left foster care on her eighteenth birthday and turned up at Hale House within days. I couldn’t help but wonder—where would Amy have landed if she hadn’t found Raine?

I stopped a few feet short of the table. “Ms. Collins?”

She looked up, eyes widening slightly. “Yes. Agent Blackwood?”

“Yes, ma’am. Mind if I sit?”

She gestured at the empty chair with her manicured finger. “Of course.”

I slid into the seat. “Appreciate you meeting me.”

“I’m glad you agreed to see me.”

“It’s what I do.” After Vivian’s call, I’d read Amy’s foster care file.

“You want to talk about Amy?”

“Yes. I’m trying to fill in her story.”

“I haven’t seen her in months. And I don’t know who killed her.”

“You two lived in the same house for a while?”

“Two years. We shared a room.”

“What was she like?”

Vivian’s gaze softened. “A lot like me. Wanted more. She wanted to be seen. To matter. To have a real family.”

“Did she talk about her family?”

“Her mother was a user. She lost custody. Got clean. Amy returned home. Her mother messed up again. It’s a typical story.”

“How did she zero in on the Hales?”

“Raine Hale was in the newspaper—the Hales were like local royalty. Amy must have seen her and decided they looked alike. Which they did. When Raine registered in Amy’s high school, Amy’s obsession took root.”

“Obsession?”

“She started saying that her real father was Michael Hale.”

“Raine’s father?”

Vivian nodded. “Claimed that Mr. Hale had promised to take care of her. Add her to the will. But his early death left her in the cold. I told her she was full of it. At first, she laughed. Then she stopped laughing. Insisted it could be real.”

“Did Amy talk about working in Hale House?”

“A couple of times. She said Mrs. Hale was out of it and mean to Raine. She felt a little sorry for Raine.”

“Did you talk to Amy after Mrs. Hale died?”

Vivian leaned in and lowered her voice. “She came to my shop before the funeral. I saw the change in her.” She leaned forward. “She gave me a picture of Raine and said she wanted to look just like her.”

“And that’s the last time you saw Amy?”

Vivian’s nails clicked against her cup. “She came in the shop last winter. She had another picture. It was of Raine. I’d thought she’d let it all go, but I guess not.”

“Did you call her out on copying Raine?”

“Why? It’s her hair. Her life. And if I said anything, she’d have ignored me. When Amy was focused, there was no changing her mind. So, I cut it and added the highlights.”

“Was she seeing anyone?”

“Amy said there were a couple of guys she liked. I can tell you, if she wanted a guy, she could spin her spell and make anyone follow her. She knew how to get what she wanted.”

I thought about the “family” picture Amy had taken with Gabe and Molly. She looked like Raine. Hair, makeup, jewelry. Someone who didn’t look twice could easily have mistaken Amy for Raine.

“She dealt drugs.”

“Yeah. Coke and pot. Small time, but enough to put money in her pocket.” A frown furrowed her brow. “I don’t want to tear down Amy now. She wasn’t that different than me. We didn’t have role models. She saw someone she wanted to be and became her.”

“Who influenced you?”

“A hairdresser. I had bleached my hair to the point of ruining it. What didn’t break off was fried. My foster mom took me to her and asked for an intervention. Cassidy was kind, and when she was finished, I was back to looking normal. I asked her if I could get a job in her salon. She agreed. I spent the next few years learning everything I could. I still work for her.”

“Ever meet Raine?”

“No.”

“Who do you think killed Amy?”

“Kids like us are desperate, and that makes you reckless. I got lucky. Amy didn’t.”

“Fair enough.”

Vivian hesitated, and then added, “Maria Cooper came into the salon recently. Asked for me by name. She’d heard I was good.”

“When was this?”

“About a month ago. I was rinsing her hair when she asked me about Amy.”

“How’d she even know about you?”

“She said Amy mentioned me. I thought it was about hair, but no. Maria wanted me to deliver a message.”

“What message?”

“That Amy wasn’t a Hale. That soon she’d be out on her ass. She wasn’t climbing the Hale ladder.”

“Ladder?”

Vivian shrugged. “Maria was sure she ranked higher on the Hale ladder.”

“Where did Maria see herself on the ladder?”

A small, satisfied smile tipped the edges of her lips. “On par with Raine.”


Chapter Sixty-One

Judson

Friday, October 23, 2026, 12:00 noon

I had an appointment with Maria’s boss at the hospital. Addie Brown’s office was on the fifth floor, and she oversaw the nurses. She’d hired Maria eight years earlier.

I should’ve spoken to her days ago, but Gabe’s and Amy’s deaths had forced delays. Now it was time to learn more about Maria Hale Cooper Durant.

Mrs. Brown was at her desk, a phone tucked under her chin. Dark hair pulled into a ponytail sharpened the planes of her face, making her green eyes seem more direct.

She ended her call when I knocked. Rising, she extended her hand. “Agent Blackwood.”

“Mrs. Brown. Thank you for seeing me.”

“Of course.” She motioned me toward a chair. “Everyone here will do whatever they can to help you find out what happened to Maria. She was one of the best nurses I ever worked with. We all loved her.”

“That’s what I’ve heard. Her death is a terrible loss.” I drew in a slow breath, knowing the tough questions would be necessary. “Can you tell me anything about her personal life? Did any issues bleed over from home to office?”

Her fingers curled into fists and then, with effort, unfolded. “I knew she’d been stressed the last year. Her husband’s business wasn’t doing well.”

“I thought he was working steadily since his release.” I could see she was nervous.

“For a while, yes. Maria was happy. They seemed like a solid family. Molly was thriving. Three months ago, Maria started slipping—late for shifts, short with patients. She even started smoking again.”

“Did she ever say what was wrong?”

“I pulled her into my office. She insisted she was fine. I told her to go home for a few days. She came back, and we never had another issue.”

“Did she ever mention Amy Stocker?”

“She didn’t, but other people did. There was plenty of gossip. Someone spotted Gabe with Amy in Richmond and Charlottesville.”

Gabe didn’t need an excuse to be reckless. “Do you have an idea of when Maria found out?”

“Two months ago. It explained all the behavior I just mentioned. But like I said, when she came back from her break, she seemed okay. If she knew about it, she appeared to be dealing. I figured she was biding her time.”

“How so?”

“Divorce, I guess. She wasn’t the type to make a scene. She’d have divorced Gabe when it suited her.”

Pushing aside a spouse’s extramarital affair was tough. Most didn’t just let something like this go so easily. “Gabe thought she was having an affair.”

Mrs. Brown frowned. “She was careful not to mention his name. I don’t think he lived in town. If he had, it would have gotten out.”

“That about the time she stopped showing all signs of worry or distress?”

“Yes.” Mrs. Brown’s smile was genuine. “I’m not sure what happened, but she and Gabe seemed closer than ever.”

“Any idea how someone could get ahold of cyanide?”

Her gaze sharpened. Word of the autopsy had spread. “We have it at the hospital. It’s part of other blended medications, and it’s used in research. It’s also used in local industries and on farms as a pesticide.”

“No shortages at the hospital?”

“No, of course not. We have careful controls.”

“Was Maria involved in inventory?”

“Yes. Many of the nurses are.” She leaned forward. “Maria was a victim. She was poisoned. She’s dead. She wasn’t a thief or a killer.”

“Just covering all the angles. Any idea who would have wanted all three dead?”

“A monster. They’ve left a small child an orphan.”

Monsters rarely saw themselves as evil. They believed they were justified by anger, desperation, or need. But this killer wasn’t reckless. The murders were deliberate.

“Did Gabe ever hint he could kill his wife?”

“I don’t know. Whenever I saw him, he was smiling.”

“Did anyone here know Amy Stocker?”

“She’s a real estate agent. She handled the sale of my house.”

“What were your impressions of her?”

“Professional. Very competent.”

“And Raine Hale?” I asked.

“Why do you bring her up? She moved away years ago.”

“Raine and Maria were cousins. They argued a year ago about money. Curious what their relationship was like now.”

Mrs. Brown hesitated, her voice dropping. “Maria didn’t like her.”

“Why not?”

“I went out for drinks with Maria and several nurses about two months ago. A coworker’s birthday. We all had a few too many drinks. The Hale estate came up.”

“Why?”

“Raine’s husband, Ken, had visited the property with a developer.”

“Really? How’d you know?”

She shrugged. “Small town. Word gets around.”

Ken hadn’t bothered to share. And I’d bet money he hadn’t told Raine. “And this got back to Maria?”

“I asked her about it. A big project like that could mean real jobs in the area. I thought she might know. She didn’t. And it made her mad. She never understood how Raine could walk away from the Hale estate. Said the trust was wasted on the wrong cousin.”

“Did Maria say anything else about Raine?”

“No. She regretted sharing what she had. She said as much the next time we saw each other at work.” Mrs. Brown shook her head. “Maria was one of my best nurses. She was a great mother. And I know she cared about her husband. She wasn’t a bad person.”

Good people did bad things. Bad people did good things. “Thank you for your thoughts.”

“Sure.”

As I left the hospital, I called Meg.

“Agent Blackwood.” Clipped, businesslike.

“You collected all the medications in the Durant and Stocker houses, correct?”

“All bagged and tagged. Ibuprofen, cold medicine, children’s aspirin, and supplements—nothing unusual.”

“Have you tested any of them?”

“We’ve dusted all the bottles and pulled prints. No prints that shouldn’t be there.”

“All three of our victims died within five days of each other.”

Who had poisoned them? “Were there a lot of pills left in each bottle?”

“A few. Most were nearly empty. Three to five pills each.”

“Tell the lab to test every tablet.”

A beat. “Cyanide in the medicine bottles—quiet, patient. The perfect way to kill.”

Gabe had motive. A wife pressuring him to end an affair. A girlfriend who’d set fire to the attic while his daughter was present.

“I have another bit of information,” Meg said.

“Okay.”

“Remember me mentioning I had to collect evidence on a burned-out car in Albemarle County?”

“Vaguely.”

“It belonged to Amy Stocker.”

“Really?”

“It was abandoned in a field and set on fire.”

“Do you know when?”

“Not exactly. But there are a few warehouses nearby. Still collecting camera footage. Had the car towed to the forensic bay.”

“Find anything?”

“Mostly trashed by the fire. But we’re working on it.”

Fire destroyed a lot, but not all the evidence. Something always survived. “Did you see the car on the Hale House camera footage?”

“No.”

I shifted gears. “What about the bones we found in the attic?”

“Canine. Mixed breed. The bones were brittle and dry. The archaeologist at the university thinks it’s been dead between fifteen to twenty years.”

About the time Mrs. Hale died. “How did the animal die?”

“No markers of violence on the skeleton. So she scraped the inside of the femur and dug out a molar.”

“Out with it, Meg.”

A pause. “The animal was poisoned.”

“Cyanide?”

“That’s right.”

Testing the dose, building nerve. This meant someone tied to Hale House had been dabbling in poison for decades.

Any doubts about exhuming Mrs. Hale were gone.


Chapter Sixty-Two

Raine

Friday, October 23, 2026, 12:30 p.m.

Molly was screaming.

She stood rigid in the center of the living room, fists balled, shouting No! over and over. I’d been on the phone all morning, making funeral arrangements and speaking with the trust attorney. I’d let the television babysit her too long. Never again.

“You’ve had enough TV,” I said.

She snatched the remote and turned the television back on.

I yanked it back. “We aren’t doing this,” I said. “TV stays off.”

“No!”

“Time to get outside,” I said, keeping my voice even. “Fresh air. People. You’ll like it.”

But her volume only rose. She was exhausted, grieving, cornered by emotions too big for her small body.

I grabbed my purse and our coats and then hustled her outside. Shocked by the sudden shift, she didn’t resist until we got to my car. When I opened the back door, she stiffened. I didn’t back down. One way or another, we needed normal.

Once strapped in, she kicked the seat, but the fight was fading. Bright sunshine streamed into the car, cutting through the shadows that clung to me like smoke.

What Molly didn’t know was that we had an appointment with a social worker, thanks to Judson. I’d talked to the counselor, Rebecca, briefly on the phone this morning. She was working us in. She sounded patient. She’d mentioned a playground by the doctor’s office. I hoped playing would intrigue Molly.

“I know a fun playground,” I said.

A sigh shuddered through her. She stared out the window silently until I turned into the playground parking lot. “Mommy takes me to playgrounds.” The frown on her face eased.

So far, I’d avoided discussing Maria. But maybe that had been a mistake. “Your mom loved parks. When we were kids, we’d play in the woods for hours. We’d hike trails and swim in the creek.”

“Mommy never let me go into the woods. She was worried.”

“It’s always good to be careful. There are a lot of places where you can fall.”

“She said there were ghosts in the woods.”

“Didn’t Amy also say there were fairies?” I glanced in the rearview mirror.

Her nod was visible. “Yeah.”

Maria had admitted once that she’d stayed out of the woods since Mom’s death. Accepting the cottage had unsettled her. “It’s just weird being close to where your mom died.”

“Did she say what ghosts she meant?” I asked softly.

Molly shook her head.

I turned down the radio. “I think about your mom and dad all the time now. You can talk about them anytime. I know they loved you very much.”

A sigh. “I miss them.”

“I miss them, too.”

“Are they getting a funeral?” she asked. “Dead people get funerals.”

“Have you been to a funeral before?”

“My friend Emily went to one for her grandfather. She said everyone was sad.”

“This funeral will be at the Hale cemetery on Tuesday. That way, your mom and dad will always be close.”

“Emily puts flowers on her grandfather’s grave.”

“And we’ll do that for your parents. We’ll keep them close.”

She caught my gaze in the reflection of the rearview mirror. “You aren’t worried about ghosts?”

I parked in an office parking lot. The buildings were low, surrounded by trees and bushes. A playground in a large mulch bed included a yellow slide, swings, a purple jungle gym, and a merry-go-round.

I shut off the engine. “No, I’m not afraid. And you shouldn’t be, either.”

Her chin rose. “I’m not.”

“If you are, will you tell me? You can tell me anything.”

“Okay.”

There were a half dozen mothers and fathers with children running around. They appeared to be preschoolers.

I checked the time. We had a few minutes to spare. I helped Molly out of the back seat. “I like the slide,” she said.

“Then you should go there first,” I said.

“The kids playing here are little.”

“They aren’t five like you yet.”

“When am I going back to school? I miss my friends.”

“In about a week.”

“Okay.”

“Today, after we play a little, we’re meeting with a nice lady inside the building.”

“Who?”

“Her name is Rebecca. She’s going to talk to us about your mom and dad.”

“Are we talking about the funeral?” Molly asked.

“We can.”

“What if I don’t want to talk about that?” she countered.

“We can talk about whatever you want. She might have some good ideas.”

She shrugged. “I don’t know.”

I knelt in front of her and placed my hands on her shoulders. “We don’t have to do anything, okay? We’ll figure this out.”

“Mommy used to say that.”

“About what?”

Uneasy, Molly ran toward the slide.

As I stood at the edge of the playground, I checked the time again.

“How’s it going?” Ken’s deep voice was directly behind me.

I turned. Ken stood a foot away, too near, too calm. I stepped back on instinct. “What’re you doing here?”

“Checking up on you.” His smile didn’t reach his eyes.

“I don’t need you.” My tone came out sharper than I meant, but I didn’t take it back.

“Of course you do.”

“Sign the divorce papers, Ken. We’re done.”

“I haven’t had a chance to read them.” His gaze flickered over me, slow and deliberate. “What’s the rush?”

“You’ve had the papers for a month. Sign them!”

My frustration amused him. “Ready to hook up with Judson again?”

The question cut too close. “What I do with my life isn’t your business.”

I glanced back at the playground toward Molly, who was swinging slowly alone. “I can’t do this now, Ken.”

“We need counseling, Raine. We can fix our marriage.”

I wasn’t sure where this was coming from. And I didn’t care. “We cannot fix it.”

“We haven’t tried.”

“You’re right. We haven’t tried. I did, but you didn’t. I tried to get us into counseling last year.”

“I’ve made mistakes. But so have you.”

And this was how it went. He’d find a way to turn it around on me. “Go away.”

“I can’t. I love you. I’m not giving up on us.”

I ran toward Molly and helped her off the swing. “Here we go!”

Ken continued to walk behind us. I didn’t run for Molly’s sake, but Ken kept a steady pace behind us.

We pushed through the front doors of the county building. The door closed behind us. When I looked back out the door’s glass panes, I saw Ken standing there watching us.

Molly squeezed my hand harder. “Raine?”

My smile wobbled. “Sorry, honey.”

“Why’s he here?” Molly asked.

“I don’t know.” Shoulders straightened; my smile widened. “Ready to see Miss Rebecca?”

“No.”

I wasn’t, either. But we needed guidance.


Chapter Sixty-Three

Judson

Friday, October 23, 2026, 2:00 p.m.

Edith Durant’s cottage sat on the western edge of the Hale estate, near the old barns. Dense woods blocked any view of Hale House, but a direct path cut through less than a mile of trees. An easy walk. Too easy.

I passed neat flower beds near the front door. Edith and Gabe Durant had lived here almost twenty-five years. Despite Gabe’s high school dreams of playing in the NFL, he’d lived and died within a couple of miles from where he’d started—except for his time in prison. Circling back. A theme for us all.

My knock drew a quick response. Edith opened the door, dressed in jeans and a crisp white shirt. “Judson.”

The old-timers didn’t call me Agent. It didn’t bother me, but it divided those from my past and present.

“Mrs. Durant.”

Her jaw clenched. “What can I do for you?”

“I’m sorry about Gabe and Maria. Both were good friends. Gabe was a good son.”

Something in her posture softened. “No one has said that to me yet. Thank you.”

“I’m doing everything I can to solve this.”

She frowned at me. “He was a good man. Husband. Father.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“You won’t have to look far to solve these crimes.”

I let the silence stretch until it pressed on her. “Clarify?”

Her arms folded. Fresh grief burned under her words. “Raine Hale. She did this. She’s the only one that benefits from all of them being dead.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Maria and Gabe were filing for a share of the Hale estate, and Raine knew it. Now she’ll keep everything she inherited.”

“Who told you?”

“Gabe. They weren’t asking for a huge amount, but it would have helped them. No one wanted to sue, but Raine wouldn’t give an inch.”

“Yet Raine lent money to Maria often, didn’t she?”

“She stopped helping. Gave no reason. Just said no, no matter how much Maria begged.”

“Gabe told you this?”

“Yes. My son trusted me.” Her eyes glinted. “Raine’s mother was the same—made you work for every dime. Never gave out bonuses.”

“Tell me about Gabe and Maria’s marriage?”

“They were happy for a long, long time. But Gabe made some foolish choices.”

“His arrests.”

She frowned. “He was drinking—not in his right mind. Maria and Molly were struggling. She didn’t want to move back to Hale land. But she couldn’t afford to live anywhere else. When Gabe got out, he moved into the cottage.”

“What about Amy Stocker?”

Edith’s mouth thinned. “Not a good choice. But a man has his limits.”

“What pushed him? Money?”

“And Maria’s nagging. All the Hales were demanding. Gabe hated her tone but wanted that settlement money. He’d earned it.”

“How?”

“He worked hard. Life never gave him breaks. The economy hasn’t helped.”

“Maria stood by him when he was in prison.”

“She should have. The charges never should’ve been filed. He was defending himself.”

Mrs. Durant had never been an easy woman. Time, and now grief, had sent her deeper into bitterness. “What reason would Raine have to kill any of them?”

“That girl always had trouble brewing in her head. I wouldn’t be surprised if she killed her mother, too.”

“Mrs. Hale?”

“As long as Mrs. Hale was alive, Raine was trapped here. She wanted out. Wanted college.”

“I thought she was loyal to her mother.”

“She saw to her needs. But there was no love.”

“Why?”

“Mrs. Hale shipped Raine off to boarding school when she was ten. And Raine stayed there until the family ran out of money and Mrs. Hale needed her help.”

“You knew Mrs. Hale well, didn’t you?”

“I worked for her for six years. I was the house manager. When I kept the house running, she never had a complaint.”

“When did her health decline?”

“Never great. She was always delicate. Fragile. And then when Mr. Hale died, she went downhill very quickly. Grief can do that.”

“Did Raine ask you to care for her mother?”

“No. She knew I had my hands full with the house and the land.”

“What do you remember about Amy?”

“She came from foster care. Worked at Hale House. I warned Raine not to hire her, but she didn’t listen. I told Raine I caught her going through drawers in her room. Frankly, she was the last person who should’ve prowled Hale House.”

“Any drug use while Amy was employed at Hale House?”

“No. I’d have called the police if I’d seen that.”

“Did Mr. Hale know Amy or her family?”

Her brow furrowed. “Why would he?”

“Amy told her foster sister that Mr. Hale was her biological father.”

She laughed. “No.”

“Why are you so sure?”

“He might have strayed, but not that low.”

Though it wasn’t likely Mr. Hale was Amy’s father, it was common knowledge he was very willing to stray. “You still oversee the property?”

“Not like I did, but I do keep an eye on it. That’s why Raine let me stay in my house.”

“And if Raine sells?”

A flicker of unease crossed her face. “I haven’t thought about that.”

“How did Mrs. Hale get outside the day she died?”

“I don’t know.” She shook her head. “We kept her door locked from the outside.”

“Could the lock have slipped?”

“Would’ve been hard to do. The lock was secure.”

“Do you think Amy was involved?”

“I wouldn’t be surprised. She wanted to be Raine. We all saw it. Maybe she thought killing Mrs. Hale was helping Raine, and she’d be rewarded. With Mrs. Hale dead, there was nothing holding Raine back.”

“Was Amy dating anyone?”

“I caught her talking on the phone to a guy a few times.”

“How do you know it was a guy?”

“You know. A girl drops her voice, twirls her hair, smiles. She always ended the call when she saw me.”

“Did you discuss your concerns with Raine?”

“I did. She never listened. Had it all figured out.”

“Figured out?”

“She hires a dangerous look-alike, and then turns her back. Matter of time before something bad happened.”

I shifted my thoughts back to Raine. “I thought you liked Raine.”

“I did. But the house and Raine changed after her father died. She became more reckless. Partied too much. And then she pulled that stunt.”

“Stunt?”

“She swallowed a bottle of pills, cut her wrist. Nearly died. I could never forgive her for that. So selfish.”

I’d never blamed Raine for her suicide attempt. If anything, I wished I’d known her then. Maybe I could have helped.

“She was a troubled teen,” I said.

Edith’s gaze hardened. “You and Raine were close in high school. Don’t fall for her again, Judson. She’s just as volatile now as she was then. That’s why I won’t let her have Molly.”

I hadn’t seen any red flags. “My eyes are wide open.”

“You sure about that, Judson? The way you look at her . . . You’re still in love.”

Her words cut deeper than I wanted to admit. Seventeen years hadn’t dulled the sting of losing Raine. I hadn’t planned to rekindle anything with her—but here I was falling into the same trap. I couldn’t prove whether she was innocent in all this or was the catalyst for these deaths.

I steadied my voice. “Thank you for your time, Edith.”


Chapter Sixty-Four

Raine

Friday, October 23, 2026, 4:00 p.m.

“The lady said we should look for ghosts,” Molly said.

She’d finished an hour with Rebecca, the therapist, and now we were winding back to Hale House. The sun was lowering fast, shadows stretching long across the road. The car smelled of the cheese pizza I’d picked up.

“How do we look for ghosts?” I asked.

“I don’t know.”

“Did Miss Rebecca have any suggestions?”

“She said we might hear them. She said if I think Mommy and Daddy are close, they probably are.”

It was a kind way to comfort a child whose world had been ripped apart. Still, Hale House had never been short on spirits—real or imagined. Slowing, I turned through the brick pillars of the driveway.

“Did a ghost ever talk to you?” I asked.

“Not yet.” She sounded disappointed.

I thought about my mother. For weeks after her death, I’d felt her near me—dark, angry, vengeful. The feeling had only faded when I’d left Hale House.

“What did you do with Miss Rebecca other than talk about ghosts?”

“She has lots of toys. She let me draw and play with dolls.”

“Do you want to see her again?”

Molly shrugged. Not a no, which I counted as a yes.

“Okay. I might set up another meeting.”

I parked at the top of the driveway at the base of the front stairs. I grabbed my purse, set the pizza box on top of the car, and helped Molly down.

After we’d left the social worker’s office, we’d shopped for dresses for Molly for the funeral. Black was hard to find for little girls, and I was glad—there’d been enough darkness as it was. Molly had lobbied for bright pink, but we’d settled on a light blue with white trim. White dress shoes. A purse with a bow. Small comforts.

Balancing the pizza box in one hand, I pushed open the heavy front door and let Molly enter first.

“Hello!” Molly said. “Ghosts! Mommy! Daddy!”

The silence that followed was heavy. Too heavy. No ghost appeared, at least not one I could see.

As we walked to the kitchen, Molly talked about ghosts while I exchanged texts with the funeral director. They’d verified that Maria’s and Gabe’s bodies had been transferred to the funeral home. The joint service would be next Tuesday.

Molly moved down the center hallway toward the kitchen.

I set the pizza box on the kitchen counter. “Wash your hands.”

She washed her hands and rushed back to the table.

“We should be careful what we say,” Molly said.

“Why?” I poured juice into a glass.

She nodded and bit into a slice. “They can hear us.”

I grabbed a slice. Hunger hit me as I raised the pizza to my lips. “Really?” Ghosts were now a part of the healing process.

“Yep.”

“Because they are here?”

She nodded. “They didn’t want to leave me.”

“I can understand that.” I sat beside her. “What would you say to them if you could?”

“I don’t know.”

“I’d tell them I loved them very much. I’d tell them they are welcome to stay here for as long as they want to stay.”

“They will.”

A ripple of unease crawled across my shoulders, but I let the conversation unfold. “Where do you think they are?”

“Upstairs. Maybe in the attic.”

“How about we start in your room?” I tugged melted cheese from my slice.

“Closets. Under the bed.”

I nodded. “Behind curtains.”

“Maybe.”

Through the back windows, the afternoon sun beamed on the mountains. “We could wait until morning,” I suggested.

“I saw Mommy last night,” she said.

My hand stilled on the pizza crust. “You did?”

“She was sitting on the edge of my bed. She smiled. And she was sad.” Tears welled. “Did you see her?”

“No, not yet. Maybe tonight.”

“You should sleep in my room tonight,” she said. “When Mommy comes, I’ll wake you up and let you know.”

A chill tightened my back muscles. “Sure.”


I used to believe . . .

I was ordinary.

Second best.

Forgettable.

But here’s the truth.

I was wrong.

I’m the smart one.


Chapter Sixty-Five

Raine

Friday, October 23, 2026, 9:45 p.m.

Molly and I searched everywhere—closets, under her bed and mine, and behind all the long heavy drapes. The only room we avoided was my mother’s. I wanted to be alone when I entered that room for the first time.

As the shadows stretched outside, I reminded myself: Ghosts weren’t real. This was a child’s way of handling her grief.

Thankfully, no trespassers—dead or living.

I tucked her into bed and read the story Madeline. She listened. Yawned. Within minutes, her breathing deepened, and her small body finally relaxed. She tumbled into a deep sleep.

Carefully, I eased off the mattress and tiptoed down the stairs. In the kitchen, I made a cup of tea. Darkness spilled across the back lawn, deepening the restless shadows.

I wanted to save this place. But I sometimes wondered if it even wanted saving. Hale House was a sleeping monster—slumbering now but ready to bite if disturbed.

I scrolled on my phone until I saw the contractor’s email. He’d outlined three renovation options: the bronze, silver, and gold plans he’d mentioned. The names made me think of the good, the bad, and the super ugly.

Looking before bedtime was a recipe for a sleepless night. Better wait until the morning. Still, I had to look. Either way, Hale House promised nothing but expensive surprises.

I opened the silver plan first. Middle of the road. Capable of making the house livable. Not crazy luxurious. The number made me catch my breath. Mid-six figures would make this place acceptable. If not for Molly, I would’ve shut the email and poured a tall glass of wine—given up and walked away.

But this land, this house, would help Molly—and me—maintain our roots in the area. Two hundred years of Hales, and it was down to the two of us.

The bronze was lower six figures, which almost seemed reasonable. The gold had too many numbers for me to process.

To pay for it all, I’d need to sell land. My attorney had warned me to wait until the divorce was final, so Ken couldn’t touch the proceeds. The trust had kept Hale House and the lands separate, untouchable. But Ken had dragged things out, and now—unbelievably—he was talking about reconciliation. And one signature from me and it was all mine . . . and maybe his.

A year ago, I’d have been glad to save our marriage. To live on the land together. Now, I wanted the divorce finished and the land out of his reach.

The hallway clock ticked. At midnight it chimed twelve times. The sounds echoed in the house. October 24. My birthday—the big thirty-five—was already a distant memory.

I hadn’t celebrated my birthday in years. The last real one was my fourteenth. My dad was still alive. I was home from boarding school. Edith had baked a cake, and she, Maria, Gabe, Mom, Dad, and I had gathered around the dining room table. They’d sung “Happy Birthday.” Simple but very special.

The following year, Dad was dead, and Mom’s fragile health was failing. No more cake or silly songs. At fifteen, I was washing down pills with a bottle of bourbon and pressing a blade to my skin.

And now I was an heir to woods and ruin.

As I cradled the teacup in my hand, I thought about Judson. If there was anyone I would have wanted to celebrate my birthday with other than Molly, it was him. Quiet, steady, so sure of himself. Of all of us, he’d aged the best.

Thirty-five. All grown up. Older beyond my years.

The ceiling creaked, and I thought Molly must be out of bed. I climbed the stairs, slipping my phone in my back pocket. At the top landing, the light was dim. The attic floorboards moaned.

I went toward Molly’s room. More creaks above. The door was ajar. Had I left it that way? I wasn’t sure.

I pushed open the door. Her bed was a tumble of sheets, the pillow that had been mine, empty. My chest tightened.

Panicking a little, I hesitated, then gripped the coverlet, ready to pull it back. And then I saw the tuft of dark hair peeking out from under the covers. I stilled and watched the rise and fall of her chest.

One. Two. Three.

Carefully I backed out of the room and closed the door. I glanced toward the room at the end of the hallway. It had been Mom’s for as long as I’d been alive.

I’d had the exterior latch removed and the screw divots filled with wood putty, but the faint outline remained.

“Let me out! Let me out!”

Mom’s screams cut the silence.

I cleared my throat.

I’d had this room cleaned. Closets and drawers were emptied, and we’d discarded anything that had been Mom’s. I’d wanted nothing.

Curious, I walked into the room. I traced the shadow of the old latch. It had been sturdy, unshakable. No one had ever confessed to leaving it open.

The brass knob caught before it turned. Hinges groaned. A stale scent clung to the air.

I flicked on the lights. The four-poster bed was stripped bare. Mom’s glasses, plastic water cups, and chocolate candies were gone. The nurse’s table stocked with pill bottles, IV supplies, and special protein drinks was clean.

The dresser, side table, and tufted chair by the window were covered in white sheets. If Molly wanted a ghost, she’d have found one in here.

I noticed the walk-in closet door: It was ajar. I made noise on purpose as I approached. My hand trembled when I pulled it open.

My knees nearly buckled.

Inside, a mattress was neatly made with a pink, fluffy pillow. A lamp glowed faintly on a crate. A small trunk sat at its foot.

My heart rammed my ribs.

Someone had been living in this closet. My mind leaped to Amy. She’d loved this house. And this was where she’d stayed.

I opened the trunk, half expecting bones. Instead: folded clothes. Toiletries in a plastic bag. A scrapbook.

I opened the book. And froze.

Photographs. Amy and me from high school. But also, recent ones of me—pulled from media on the city website. Others were candids taken of me in Alexandria—leaving the courthouse, exiting the gym, and unlocking my town house’s front door.

The most recent picture had been taken three and a half weeks ago. I knew the date because I’d just been released from the hospital. My arm was in a sling. Ken was at my side. I’d been on painkillers and hadn’t noticed anyone was watching.

There were hundreds of images spanning seventeen years.

How long had she been following me?

A stack of notes slid loose. They all began with the phrase I used to believe . . . And then lessons and insights. Cheaters don’t win . . . Good planning leads to success . . . Bad people are easy to spot.

The handwriting was uneven, hurried. I didn’t remember Amy’s handwriting, but it reminded me of Maria’s.

Could Maria have written them? And if she had, how did Amy get ahold of them?

I scanned the closet sleeping place. Amy had set up shop in Hale House. Not in a room where she could be found, but a closet where she could squirrel away.

I’d been uneasy ever since I’d arrived. On some level, I’d sensed Amy’s presence.

I took pictures of the notes and photos with my phone, documenting them. I tucked the notes in the scrapbook, closed it, and placed it all back in the trunk. I snapped more images of the room.

Photo evidence would prove this was real when I called Judson in the morning.

I backed out of the closet. A part of me wanted to take Molly away from this house. I was fooling myself to think a contractor could rip out memories along with the old walls.

But she was finally sleeping. And I was exhausted. Driving on the roads now wouldn’t be safe.

I glanced down the stairwell and realized I’d left all the lights on. Fine. Let them burn all night.

Back in Molly’s room, I lay on my side of the bed and very slowly eased my feet under the covers. I nestled close to Molly and rolled toward the door, cell phone in hand, when it dinged.

A text from an unknown number. Belated Happy Birthday, Raine.


Chapter Sixty-Six

Pete Miller

Saturday, October 24, 2026, 4:00 a.m.

Pete stood outside in the cold, staring up at Hale House. He shivered, anxious to get inside and warm up.

The lights in Hale House burned bright. Hard to judge if Raine was awake or lying in her bed scared and thinking about him. Will Pete come after me? Where is Pete now? What’s that noise outside? Is it him?

He smiled. He hoped he was in her head, haunting her. As tempted as he was to break into the back door, he hesitated. If he was caught, the cops would haul him away and he’d never get bail.

There were other buildings on the property. There was a cottage half a mile from here. He’d stay there.

He wouldn’t go after Raine tonight.

But soon. He would find her. And finish what he’d started.


Chapter Sixty-Seven

Raine

Saturday, October 24, 2026, 6:30 a.m.

The steady thud of footsteps across the front porch jolted me out of a restless sleep. My eyes flew open. Molly was still curled beside me, breathing deep after her own fitful sleep. The lights downstairs still burned, a glaring reminder of my fears.

Amy’s secret closet. The tokens. The scorch marks in the attic. They chased me as I slid off the bed, still in yesterday’s clothes.

I slipped out of the room and down the center staircase.

Through the glass panels on either side of the front door, I caught Judson’s frame. Rubbing my eyes, I glimpsed the grandfather clock. It was six thirty.

Shoving back wild strands of my hair, I opened the door. “Judson.”

His frown deepened. “Did I wake you? All the lights were on, so I decided to knock.”

“I left them on.”

“You okay?” His voice held an edge, though something tender tugged against it.

“I’m okay,” I rushed to say. “I was lying down with Molly.”

Cold air rushed as he stepped inside the foyer. I shut the door behind him, wishing he’d been here last night.

Chilly hands cupped my face as he leaned forward and kissed me on the lips. Relieved to see him, I fisted his cool jacket and pulled him a little closer.

For a moment, he said nothing. But tension rippled up his body. “Rough night?”

“This house . . .” My throat tightened.

His gaze softened. “It’s a lot.”

“Nothing I can’t handle.”

He laid his hands on my shoulders. “The exhumation will now be today, not next week. The funeral home will also dig Maria’s and Gabe’s graves today.”

“That was quick.”

“Better to get it done.”

The air trapped in my lungs slowly released. “Okay. When will they be here today? I need to get Molly out of here so she doesn’t see it.”

“Morning. No specific time.”

“So fast.”

“Sooner is better than later.”

“Okay, sure. Molly should be up soon.” I rubbed my eyes. “Can I make you a coffee?”

“Sure. That would be great.”

He followed me into the kitchen. “How did it go with Molly last night?”

“We spent a chunk of the evening searching for ghosts.” I busied myself with a fresh filter for the coffee machine and extra scoops of grounds.

“Find anything?”

“No spirits, but I did discover something that was very odd in Mom’s old room.”

He dipped his head closer. “Can’t wait.”

“It appears Amy was living in the primary suite closet. There’s a mattress, blankets, and a lamp. There’s also a trunk with clothes, a scrapbook featuring me, and a collection of handwritten notes. The notes are written in Maria’s handwriting.” None of this made sense. How did Amy get the notes?

A frown creased his brow. “Why didn’t you call me?”

“It was one in the morning. And what could you do about it at that time of night?”

“I would’ve come.” His tone was grave, sincere.

A smile teased my lips. “I know.”

“How long has it been since you were in the room?”

“Seventeen years. Once it was cleaned out, I closed it and never looked back.”

“I want to see it.”

“Sure.”

“We know she was obsessed with you.”

I switched on the coffee maker and reached for two mugs. I pulled my phone from my back pocket and showed him the images I’d taken of the closet. “I thought her obsession was a high school thing. But she has images of me as recent as this year.”

His frown deepened as he scrolled. “Most of these pictures are old or from the web.”

“The last few were taken after I was released from the hospital three and a half weeks ago. I don’t remember her or anyone else standing across the street taking pictures, but I was distracted.” I shook my head. “She was so close. But I never saw her.”

“Was Ken with you?”

“Yes, he drove me home. The hospital wouldn’t release me without a driver. He left immediately.” I’d been ready to drive to Hale House that day. But I’d needed rest and time to shake the painkillers from my system.

“Like you said, you just got out of the hospital.” He looked up. “And these were in her scrapbook?”

“They were.”

He enlarged the images of me on the town house’s front step. I was looking over my shoulder, as if I sensed something was off. He swiped back through the images. “She was with Ken at a football game in high school.”

“I saw them together once or twice. They were just walking, not touching.”

“In all these years, he never mentioned Amy to you?”

“No. But Ken isn’t known for his candor. Secrets are par for the course.”

“I’ll talk to him.”

“Blink, and you might see him here. He keeps coming by. Now he wants marriage counseling.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. But whatever reunion he’s imagining isn’t happening.” I poured a cup of coffee and set it in front of him.

“What attracted you to Ken?” The question carried the weight of years of consideration.

I leaned against the counter, remembering. “Seventy-hour workweeks. No social life. Lonely. He happened into a bar where I was having drinks with a few coworkers.” I’d been in a good mood. A client of mine who’d been charged with murdering his wife had been given life in prison. One loss for me. A big win for society. We hugged. “He reminded me of home.” Of Judson.

“And that was enough?”

“He can be very charming.”

“Yeah, I noticed that. But you saw through it in high school.”

“After all the hours I’d logged with felons, he seemed normal. And he made me laugh. He showered me with calls, texts, flowers, dinners. Swept me off my feet.”

“The classic danger signals.”

I nodded, smiling. “Love-bombing documentaries aside, the tactic is very effective. Lesson learned.”

Strong fingers stroked my shoulder. “That’s in the past.”

“It is. I have Molly now. Hale House needs to be razed or saved. And after seeing the remodel bids, I’ll be selling a lot of land to make it happen.”

He set his cup down. He took my hands in his, rubbing his calloused thumb over my palm. “Ever thought what life would have been like if we’d been a little smarter seventeen years ago?”

His touch stoked so many emotions. “We weren’t dumb. We were kids with a lot to figure out. Even if we’d made a run for it, there’s no guarantee we’d have survived.”

Judson shook his head. “It wouldn’t have been easy, but we’d have made it.”

The last seventeen years played out in rapid flashes. College. Law school. His injury that sidelined his career in football. Police academy. My job as a public defender. Ken. The attack by my client. “We’ll never know.”

He drew in a slow breath. “Do you believe in second chances?”

“I’ve made my career chasing them for my clients.” Maybe that’s why I’d done it. My life hadn’t been on track, but that didn’t mean others’ couldn’t be righted. “Keep in mind, I have Molly now.”

“I’m good with that.” His deep voice was soft, soothing, full of resolve.

“Okay.”

He leaned down and kissed me on the lips. Excitement rose in me just as it had in the barn the first time we’d made love. I leaned into him, savoring it all.

Feet hit the ground upstairs and Molly shouted, “Raine!”

I stepped back, but his hand rested on my forearm. I didn’t want Molly to catch us like this. I had too much going on now.

“Go,” Judson said softly.

I lingered a beat. “Okay.”

“I want to see the closet.”

“Sure. Last room at the end of the hallway.”

He followed me up the stairs and waited for me to duck into Molly’s room before he strode toward Mom’s room.

It took me twenty minutes to get her up and dressed. She wasn’t in much of a talkative mood, and I was grateful.

Outside, the rumble of trucks reverberated down the driveway. The gravediggers were early.

“What’s that?” she asked.

“Trucks.”

“Oh.” She showed no interest.

“Judson is here,” I said. “He just arrived for coffee.”

“Oh. Does he drive a truck?”

“He does, but the big ones aren’t his.”

“I’m hungry.”

“Let’s get something to eat.”

I toasted one of Ken’s bagels, smeared butter on it, and put it in front of Molly with a glass of juice.

We ate in silence for twenty minutes before Judson returned, studying his phone. A frown furrowed his brow. When he saw us, he slipped his phone into his pocket.

“Good morning, Molly,” Judson said.

She nodded.

“What do you say, Molly?”

“Good morning.”

He poured and then sipped coffee. “Did you sleep well?”

And in all seriousness, she said, “Yes. No ghosts woke me up.”

A faint smile. “That’s good, right?”

“I wanted to meet one.” Pouting, she looked out the back window as the sun was peeking above the distant mountains. “Why are the trucks here?”

“They’re digging holes,” he said.

Molly frowned but didn’t press. She was a smart kid. And if she guessed the answer, she didn’t want to talk about it.


Chapter Sixty-Eight

Judson

Saturday, October 24, 2026, 9:00 a.m.

When the Hale cemetery was first built, graves were dug by men with shovels, sweating in the heat, freezing in the cold. Now one man and a machine could do the work. According to the funeral director, my grandfather had anticipated this progress, and he’d expanded the railing and modified the northern fence so heavy equipment could get through.

Two workmen hammered mallets on hooks joining the sections. After relentless pounding, the pegs rattled loose. Together, two men heaved the iron panels aside.

The funeral home’s black hearse parked on the grass by the open side of the cemetery gate. A small backhoe rattled off a trailer and rumbled toward the wrought iron fence.

Judson glanced up toward Hale House. No sign of Raine or Molly. Good. They didn’t need to see this.

The backhoe lurched forward, cutting a path to the grave in the far corner. Mrs. Hale’s marker stood tall, next to her husband’s. It was etched with dates and dutiful words. Beloved. Wife. Mother. But nothing overly personal to suggest anyone had loved her deeply.

Seventeen years ago, I’d stood with Raine and watched the casket go into the ground. Neither of us, nor the small gathering around us, had spoken a word as the local minister said his final prayers.

Raine had been stoic, wooden, and silent through it all. And when the workmen shoveled dirt onto the casket, I’d taken her hand in mine because I didn’t know what else to do. She’d looked up at me, her blue eyes bright with anger and resolve.

I’d never seen her shed a tear.

Now, Meg arrived and strode toward me with her camera. “Document it all?”

“Yes,” I said.

“Will do.” She checked the settings on her camera and raised it.

The operator lowered the blade, slicing the sod in neat layers. He worked with steady precision, back and forth, until the grass and topsoil had disappeared. Within forty-five minutes, the hole tunneled six feet deep.

The operator motioned that he’d reached the casket vault.

Meg snapped pictures as the two mortuary men moved in, looping straps around the vault and then the dozer’s rig. The dozer strained, the straps snapped tight, and the dozer raised the vault out of the ground.

As the workers wedged open the top, I moved forward. The white casket was grayed by seventeen years in the ground.

The dozer operator pulled levers. The straps strained, and slowly the casket rose. The casket was angled onto a waiting wheeled carriage.

In the distance, a door at Hale House opened and closed. A child’s voice carried. An engine roared.

When I turned, Raine’s car was heading down the main driveway toward the brick pillars by the road. I wasn’t sure how she was taking this. It was still hard to read the thoughts behind the cool exterior. I was certain that, if not for Molly, she’d have been here at the graveside.

The funeral director crossed to me. “Agent, the gravedigger will complete the spots for Mr. and Mrs. Durant. I’m leaving with the coffin for the medical examiner’s office now. Anything else?”

“The burial is scheduled for Tuesday.”

“Okay, thank you.” I caught Meg’s gaze. “Go with them to the medical examiner’s office.”

She nodded. “I get it. Document, document, et cetera.”

“Thanks.”

“You’ll be back on Tuesday for the burial?” I asked the funeral director.

“Yes. The burials are scheduled for noon.”

“Thank you.”

The director shook his head, his expression weary. “I buried this woman seventeen years ago. Seems like yesterday. I’ve moved graves before, but never for the medical examiner.”

I clasped his hand. “Thank you for the work. Later, as the investigation progresses, I’ll explain why.”

“Sure, I understand.”

He walked away, but I remained by the fresh holes. Three people were dead. All were connected to Hale House. All knew Raine. The land, her inheritance, were both at the heart of it.

“Look at this.” Ken’s voice cut across the silence.

My body tightened before I turned.

Ken strolled through the open fence. Perfectly dressed, hair shellacked, the sharp tang of aftershave drifting ahead of him. “What’s the deal, Judson? You dug up Mrs. Hale?”

“I can’t discuss this, Ken.”

“It’s a drastic move.”

It was. If I was wrong—especially about a Hale—the judge would be slow to approve any of my future requests.

“You must suspect something,” Ken said. “Do you really believe someone killed Eloise Hale?”

Seventeen years ago, news of Mrs. Hale’s death had spread in town quickly. We didn’t get many odd deaths like hers. Details glutted gossip-filled beauty salons, barbershops, and church circles for a few weeks. Finally, the event, as most do, vanished into memory. Mrs. Hale was forgotten by the end of the year.

“What’re you doing here, Ken?” I asked.

He gave me a tight, practiced smile. “Checking in on Raine. She’s out here alone. And I didn’t give her a birthday gift.”

Ken didn’t do anything for anyone without a reason.

“Really?”

He cocked his head. “No matter what you think, I love Raine. I always will. It’s over for us, but doesn’t mean I won’t keep an eye on her.”

“Time to back off, Ken.”

A curious grin tipped the edge of his lips. “Who put you in charge? You two haven’t been anything for seventeen years.” His eyes narrowed. “Unless there’s something going on that I’m not aware of.”

“Ken, move on. There’s no need to be here.”

Defiance tightened his jaw. “Two of my friends have died. I’m attending their funeral. It’s the least I can do.”

“Don’t linger on this land,” I warned. “Don’t hang around Raine.”

“You can’t tell me what to do.”

“I will arrest you for trespassing.”

He laughed. “And that’s supposed to scare me?”

“If I don’t scare you, then you’re a fool.” I spoke carefully so each word was enunciated.

“Even on the field, you weren’t terrifying. Hit like a truck, but no cheap shots. A straight arrow.”

My patience frayed. “What kind of relationship did you have with Amy?”

He shrugged. “I knew of her. Not a crime.”

I knew Ken well enough to realize he was hiding something. “You slept with her.”

He looked almost bored. “Not a crime to have consensual sex, Judson.”

“You two keep up with each other over the years?”

“Why would I do that?”

My tone was steady. “Amy still looked a lot like Raine. Maybe you were looking for a substitute for Raine.”

Ken’s silence was answer enough.

“Amy loved Hale House,” I added. “And she maintained a connection to the house.”

“Okay. She liked the old house. Who cares?”

“Everyone who could’ve challenged Raine’s inheritance is dead.”

He shook his head. “You’re barking up the wrong tree, Judson. I had nothing to do with Amy’s death. I haven’t seen her in seventeen years.”

Ken sounded convincing. But I’d rattled him. I knew he was lying. And he suspected as much. I enjoyed watching him squirm. But it was wishful thinking to believe my suspicions would drive him out of town and to leave Raine alone.

Ken wasn’t leaving. Not yet.


Chapter Sixty-Nine

Raine

Saturday, October 24, 2026, 1:00 p.m.

My day in town with Molly was an uneven mix of highs and lows. We stopped at the Crozet diner. After we slid into a booth, I ordered pancakes for Molly and an omelet for me. The waitress took our order and filled my coffee cup, but I felt her gaze flickering between Molly and me.

To distract Molly, I turned over my paper mat and sketched her in blue ink. A round face, tight curls for hair, and a large smile.

Molly watched, frowning. “I want to draw.”

“Sure.” I dug out another pen and flipped over her mat.

She took the ballpoint and lowered her scowling face toward the blank sheet. She drew a house, and beside it four stick figures. Mommy, Daddy, and Molly stood outside the house with two chimneys. Hale House. One female figure was alone inside. Separate. Me.

She’d drawn this scene before. Someone had impressed upon the child that she and her parents were outsiders. But hadn’t Maria promised that Molly would live in Hale House one day?

This family, like the last, were all frowning. The little girl had curly hair and a downward-turned half circle for lips.

“You draw well,” I said.

Molly shrugged. “I’m not that good. You draw better.”

“If you want to learn, I can find an art class for you.”

“No, that’s okay.”

“Your family looks sad,” I said.

“They don’t like each other. They fight a lot.”

“I’m sorry.” I added more swirls to my version of Molly’s hair. “Why do they fight?”

The waitress arrived at the table with our plates. “Those are nice pictures.”

“Thank you,” I said.

Molly nodded, and though I was tempted to remind her to look up and acknowledge the comment, I gave the waitress a pitying look.

“I get it,” the waitress said. “It’s been a rough week for that little girl.”

I drew in a breath and sipped my coffee.

“Any word on how it all happened?” the waitress asked.

My jaw tightened. “Don’t know.”

Instead of leaving, the waitress lingered. “I knew them all. They came in here a lot. Not together, mind you, but they were all my customers.”

Molly’s pen dug deeper into the paper.

“Now isn’t really the best time,” I said.

She finally hesitated and nodded. “Right. I get it.”

When she left, I leaned forward. “Do you want to eat?”

“No. I hate pancakes.”

“Why didn’t you tell me? I thought you loved them.”

She shrugged. “Daddy and I came here. He ordered pancakes. So I ate pancakes.”

“What do you like to eat?”

She shrugged. “Amy made good pancakes.”

Amy. “Do you miss Daddy and Amy?” Rebecca had encouraged me to ask questions when I felt there might be an opening into Molly’s mind.

“Yeah.” She looked up, her eyes glistening. “And Mommy.”

“What did you do with Mommy when she wasn’t working?”

“We visited the big house. Played hide-and-seek. She’d tell me stories.”

Hale House. Maria must’ve found Amy’s hideaway inside Mom’s old bedroom. Molly glanced at her untouched food. “Mommy loved the big house.”

“We can leave here,” I said. “There are other restaurants. Do you want to leave?”

“Yes.”

After attempting a public meal with Gabe, I should have known better. We were the center of the gossip world now and likely would be for some time.

I dropped two twenties on the table, gulped a sip of coffee, and rose. “Then let’s find another place.”

She grabbed the two pictures and followed me out of the restaurant.

The ten-mile drive west to Waynesboro—a small town that shared connections with ours—took twenty minutes. Waynesboro wasn’t as frequented by people who knew us.

We ended up in a fast-food restaurant that mirrored thousands of others like it across the country. We ordered eggs on English muffins and French toast sticks.

I laid out the mats and handed Molly a pen. We continued in silence, drawing and eating our breakfast. Our next stop was a small petting zoo. Then ice cream. More shopping. She picked a pink dress. I chose a bright blue sheath.

Molly asked several times if she could go “home,” and I promised to have it cleaned so she could.

When we arrived back at Hale House, there were no traces of Judson or the funeral home’s trucks and hearse. The cemetery was close to the house but not easily visible unless you were looking for it.

“I want to go home.” Molly dragged out the last word like a wail.

That small cottage was her last solid link to her old life. “I have to get it cleaned.”

She slammed clenched fists on her car seat. “It’s always dirty!”

I pictured the scattered debris left by the medical team in the kitchen. The blood droplets on the counter and floor. If we avoided the kitchen, we could slip into the living room and her bedroom.

“Okay. But if I tell you not to go into a room, you must listen, okay?”

The pout softened. “All right.”

I angled the car around, pulled back on the main road, and drove east until we reached the entrance for the caretaker’s cottage. I parked next to Maria’s new white minivan.

“Mommy’s home!” Molly said.

“No, honey. It’s just her car.”

Molly went silent.

The Durants’ house looked different. The yellow crime scene tape was gone, and fresh flowers filled the front porch flowerpots. Edith.

“Looks pretty,” I said.

“Mommy never had flowers,” she said. “She forgets to water them.”

I helped Molly out of the car. We walked up to the front door, and using my key, I opened it. The house smelled faintly of pine cleaner, and the carpets had been vacuumed.

Molly bounded into the living room. She plopped onto the couch and dragged a crocheted blanket to her nose. “I love this blanket.”

I walked into the kitchen. All the debris had been cleaned away and the counters wiped. The dishes were cleaned and back in the cabinet. Edith again.

Whatever her reasons, she’d helped today. “Do you want anything from your bedroom?” I asked.

Molly took my hand and pulled. “Come and see it with me.”

“Okay.”

As we passed the primary bedroom, I glanced at the queen-size bed, neatly made, all wrinkles smoothed flat. I imagined Edith stripping sheets, dusting, and vacuuming as she’d done at Hale House for years.

Neither of us should have been in this house. Judson had been clear to stay away. But Edith had sanitized it. And I’d come for Molly. Edith had been working through grief.

Molly’s bed had clean sheets and a blanket on it. The remaining pillows and stuffed animals were arranged in well-ordered rows. The dresser was wiped clean, and Molly’s little bracelets were lined up in order.

Molly plopped on the bed. “I want to sleep here tonight.”

“We can’t stay here, Molly.”

“Why not? It’s my home. And maybe the ghosts will find us here.”

I had no doubt. “We’ll come back next week.”

Her voice broke into a scream when I told her no. “Why can’t we stay tonight!”

“Because the police want us to live in Hale House.”

“Why?”

“They’re trying to figure out what happened to Mommy and Daddy.”

“They are dead.” The finality of her statement tore at my heart.

“I know, honey. I’m sorry.”

Something caught my eye on the nightstand. A framed picture—Maria and me back in high school. Smiling. Happy. Maybe Edith had found it and decided to place it there.

Under the glass, I saw another story. My hands had been scratched away. My chest slashed through.


Chapter Seventy

Raine

Saturday, October 24, 2026, 8:00 p.m.

Molly and I returned to Hale House after I promised—again and again—to take her back to the little house she’d shared with her parents. The only home she’d ever known.

Dinner was nothing more than peanut butter sandwiches, but it was nice to listen to Molly chat. Later, I coaxed her into the bath. As she splashed in the water, I sat cross-legged by the bathtub and read one of the books salvaged from her old bedroom—Clifford the Big Red Dog.

She cupped water in her hands, letting it drip over her face, then asked softly, “Do you think they followed us back here?”

“Maybe.”

“Do you think one will find me tonight?” she asked.

“I don’t know.”

“It’s going to be tonight,” she whispered with certainty.

My chest tightened.

When she finally finished, I wrapped her in a towel, brushed her teeth and hair, and guided her into her pajamas. She climbed into the tall bed, where the blankets dwarfed her small frame.

“Can you stay here?” she asked.

“Sure. I have the monitor from your old bedroom. I can always see you.”

She glanced at the camera on the dresser. “Okay.”

I settled in the chair by her bed and reread her book. It wasn’t long before her eyes drifted closed. After a few more minutes, I rose quietly and eased out of her room, leaving the door cracked. Avoiding the step that creaked, I made my way down to the kitchen.

At the kitchen window, the cemetery loomed beyond the rise. Flashlight in hand, I slipped on a coat, tucked the monitor in my pocket, and moved out the back door. The back lawn was slick with cold drizzle. Something rustled in the woods; an animal—likely more deer—dashed through the underbrush.

The edges of the wrought iron fence appeared in the beam of my light, a section on the north side gaping open. The backhoe loomed silent, hulking, waiting.

Inside, the graves stretched before me. My beam skimmed over the headstones of grandparents and great-grandparents. Once they’d all been fixtures on the land. And now they were almost forgotten.

My light settled on my parents’ stones. My mother’s grave gaped open, discarded dirt tossed on my father’s site.

Seventeen years ago, I’d stood right here with Judson, his hand locked over mine, and watched Mom’s white coffin as it was lowered into the earth. Sadness had merged with relief.

I didn’t want that kind of relationship with Molly. I didn’t want her to resent me or count the days until my death. I wanted better.

Maria’s and Gabe’s graves waited, the freshly tilled earth heavy, sticky, muddy. Sadness spiraled in my chest.

The monitor crackled. My breath caught, but the screen confirmed that Molly was asleep. I turned back toward Hale House, the glow of a few lights—kitchen and upstairs hallway—burning.

A sense of unease rippled over my skin. As I walked briskly back toward the house, the monitor hissed again.

I peeked at the screen. Molly was still sleeping. But shadows shifted in the corners of her room. My stomach lurched. The image flickered, warped. No intruder appeared.

I ran. Twigs and wet leaves snagged my feet, sending me tumbling twice. On the monitor, Molly’s body still lay curled. But the shadow swelled around her small frame.

Two at a time, I bolted up the stairs. The top step groaned as I landed, loud enough to make me flinch.

Breathless, I opened her door. A scan revealed only shadows. Molly’s soft, even breaths reverberated in the silence.

In the hallway, I closed the door partway. I exhaled—and then froze. I saw him.

At the top of the stairs stood Pete Miller, a gun gripped in his right hand. His grin was jagged, wolfish.

“What are you doing here?” My voice barely carried—a whisper frayed by fear.

“I came for you.” His yellowed teeth gleamed in the dim light.

“How did you get in?”

He took a step closer. “Old houses like these are easy to break into.”

The flashlight trembled in my hands. “Leave. Now.”

“Not yet.”

“What do you want?”

His fingers twitched—the same restless tic I’d seen before he’d grabbed my throat. He inhaled deeply, as if breathing me in, and his smile widened. “I’ve been thinking about you. Every day.”

Fear clawed. “I tried to help you.”

“You didn’t take my case for me. I was another scalp in your belt. Another rung up the ladder.”

“Who told you that?”

He snarled. “I’m not stupid. I figured it out all by myself.”

“How did you find me?” I demanded.

He ignored the question, his gaze flicking toward Molly’s door. “That little girl is cute. Been watching her sleep while you poked around the graveyard.”

Ice slid through me.

Keep him talking. My fingers tightened around the flashlight. Could I hit him and reach the gun in my nightstand? And if I did, could I shoot him?

“How did you get out?” I demanded again.

“You’re not the only one with friends.”

“What does that mean?”

He stepped toward me, the gun at his side. Only inches separated us. “A lot of people don’t like you. They’ll be better off when you’re dead.”

“What are you talking about?”

His gaze wandered down the dark hallway, lips curling. “Big house. A lot of land. I didn’t know you were that rich.”

“I’m not. This house is falling in on itself.”

He laughed. “Even Hale scraps are worth more than I’ll ever see.”

“Pete, what do you want?”

His gaze roamed over me, lingering on my lips. “First, we go into your bedroom while that little girl sleeps. Then we’re getting to know each other.”

My heart stilled. My mind scrambled.

The bedroom. The flashlight. The gun—unloaded—was in the nightstand. He didn’t know that. Could I make it matter?

His hand shot out, crushing my wrist. “I don’t want to hurt her. But I will if you don’t listen.”

My limbs locked. My body tightened.

“It’s a nice big bed. Four posters.” He leaned forward, his voice a sharp edge against my skin. “I won’t have to tie you down, will I? You’ll lay real still, won’t you?” His hand trembled as he pulled a rope from his pocket. The movement was subtle. But . . . he was nervous.

Before a jury, I’d have argued that men like Pete needed to feel powerful, seen. The more he felt ignored, the more dangerous he became. “Finding me couldn’t have been easy.”

Eyes narrowed. “Not too hard.”

“It’s hard. I live in the middle of nowhere.”

Fingers bit tighter into my flesh. He dragged me toward the bedroom. “You like ’em smart, don’t you?”

Always answer a question with a question. “Why do you say that?”

“You have a type.”

“What’s my type?”

“Rich. Smart. Pretty.”

“Do you have someone in mind?”

He jerked me closer. My breasts brushed his chest. His scent, a toxic mixture of cigarettes, booze, and sweat, swirled around me. He leaned forward, captured my lower lip in his teeth. Clamped.

I winced. Whimpered. Tasted blood.

He released my lip. “You talk too much.”

His rap sheet was littered with assaults. Women mostly. One beaten so badly he’d smashed her orbital socket and dislocated her shoulder. None of his victims had pressed charges until the last. When I’d been assigned the case, I’d refused. My boss had insisted, pointing out that the law tested all public defenders.

I licked the warm blood from my lips. Concentration, through the fear.

“I can make the girl watch.” He moistened his lips.

“No!” I swung the flashlight wildly. He dodged. But I managed to strike his shoulder. A glancing blow.

He grabbed the light, twisted it from my hand, and threw it aside. “Aren’t you brave?”

I wasn’t brave. I was terrified.

My fear pleased him. “Into the bedroom, Raine.”

The gun might still give me a chance.

“Who told you how to find me?” I demanded. “You didn’t make it here alone.”

He shoved me forward. “I did it alone.”

It would’ve taken a lawyer. A cop. Someone with connections to secure his release. “What do you want with me?”

“I been dreaming about you for months. My heart races when I think about my fingers around your neck.”

My panic bucked, but I struggled to control it. Think, Raine.

A lawyer. Connections.

“Ken,” I said.

He grinned. “Who?”

Ken had been at the hospital first. He’d taken care of all the details: doctors, driving me home, feeding me.

The lights in the upstairs hallway snapped off. Darkness swallowed us whole.

Pete’s grip crushed my arm. “What the fuck—”

Shadows slithered over his face. I welcomed them. I knew this house. He didn’t.

He pulled me toward the bedroom door. “I don’t need light for this.”

I stumbled forward, scanning the room’s contents. Books. Crystal vases. Brass candlesticks. Anything I could use.

Then the front door slammed open. Light flared. A silhouette filled the doorway.

Pete’s grip faltered. I tore free, hurrying toward my bedroom into darkness. My foot caught on the carpet as I rushed toward the shadows. I tripped and fell. The bed frame grazed my shoulder.

Feet thundered behind me. Hands clamped my ankles. Yanked me down hard. My fingers clawed at the carpet.

He rolled me on my back, pinning me. Instantly, he was on top of me, his hands crushing my throat. His breath was foul. I gripped his hands.

“Someone’s coming,” I gasped.

His face inches from mine, he whispered, “I’ll snap your neck before they get here.”

I lifted my head a fraction, straining against his grip. The air was trapped in my lungs. I bit his bottom lip, just as he’d done mine. But I was prepared to tear flesh.

He howled, tried to pull back. I clamped down. His fingers slackened.

His weight lifted. His grip tightened as if holding me would save him. A fist from the shadows pounded the side of Pete’s head. He released me.

My breath shuddered as I scrambled up and backward. His blood skimmed my lips. Rage tightened Ken’s face as he glared at the monster he’d created.

Ken drew back his fist and slammed it into the side of Pete’s head. Pete’s grip on his gun loosened, and Ken twisted it from his grip. Ken struck Pete with the butt of the gun with a ferocity that laid bare Ken’s savage nature. Pete’s face was bloodied as he staggered to his feet.

Ken had saved me from Pete. But instead of being grateful, I was terrified of Ken.

“I should’ve done this before,” Ken growled.

He hauled Pete out of the room and shoved him down the stairs. At the bottom, he dragged a semiconscious Pete up and out the front door.

Digging my phone from my back pocket, I called Judson. My call went to voicemail. I begged Judson to hurry.


Chapter Seventy-One

Raine

Saturday, October 24, 2026, 9:00 p.m.

Using my flashlight app, I rushed to Molly’s room. By a miracle, the girl still slept. My hand trembled as I tugged her blanket up close to her chin. Slowly, I backed out of the room. I left the door ajar.

In the bathroom, the light caught my reflection—my lip smeared with Pete’s blood and mine, the faint outline of a bruise darkening my cheek, my red-rimmed eyes.

A shuddering breath escaped.

At the sink, I drew in deep breaths. My hands trembled as I rinsed out a washcloth, pressed it to my face and to the rising bruises on my neck. My breath hitched. For a moment panic blocked my next inhalation.

Instead of surrendering, I focused on the facts, not the emotions.

Pete had attacked me in the courthouse as my divorce from Ken was being finalized.

I’d landed in the hospital, and Ken had come to my rescue.

I’d returned to Hale House. And Ken had followed, restaking a claim in my life.

I’d refused him again.

And Pete had gotten out of jail and found me within days.

Ken was behind all this.

What kind of deal had he struck with Pete?

Downstairs, the back door opened and closed. Steady footsteps. Ken.

My keys were in my purse on the island. I could get both and escape, but that would mean leaving Molly. And I wouldn’t do that. If I woke the child and carried her downstairs, her weight would slow me down and make grabbing keys and running to my car more difficult.

I snatched the gun from the nightstand in my bedroom, removed the bullets from the top dresser drawer, and loaded the chamber. I tucked it in my waistband at the base of my spine.

Drawing in a breath, I moved steadily down the back staircase. Ken stood at the kitchen sink, washing blood from his hands.

“Where’s Pete?” Easy to sound concerned and rattled.

He was breathing hard. “He won’t bother you anymore.”

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” He grabbed a paper towel and dried his hands as he crossed to me. He touched his fingertips to the marks on my neck. “I’m so sorry.”

“It’s not your fault. You saved me.”

He brushed back a strand of hair from my face. “I almost didn’t.”

I moved away from him to the sink. Blood stained the porcelain. I filled a glass with water and drank. “How did you know?”

“Guys like that fall through the cracks.”

Especially when someone widened the gaps. “Yeah.”

“Let me stay the night. I’ll take the couch. But you and Molly shouldn’t be here alone.”

I faced him. “No. There’s no need for that. I’ll be okay.”

“I can’t leave you here by yourself. God, Raine, you’re out here in the middle of nowhere.”

“I said I’m fine.”

As if I hadn’t spoken, he said, “We were a good team.”

“A long time ago.”

“We could be again. I like Molly. I’m very open to raising her as our own.”

He’d wanted children. But whenever he’d mentioned it, I’d shift to another topic. When he’d suggested I have my IUD pulled, I’d agreed. But I’d never followed through.

“Get out of my house, Ken.”

“Haven’t I proven myself to you? Can you at least hear me out?”

“I’ve heard you.” My cell was in my pocket. The gun against my back. Even if I could pull the weapon . . . could I pull the trigger?

His mild expression hardened with annoyance. “Is this about Judson? He your white knight again?”

“I can take care of myself.”

In a blink, he closed the distance between us and grabbed my arm. “We—you and I—are going to talk. Like adults,” he said, teeth clenched.

My arm throbbed. The once-kind face had turned menacing. “I have nothing to say. I’m out of words.”

“You’ve created a lot of problems for me.” He pushed me down hard into a chair. Gripping my chin, he tipped my face up. “We’re going to sort this out. Don’t move.”

“What are you going to do?”

“First, I’m getting you ice for that cheek. We don’t want it to swell. Then I’m making us coffee. Or would you like wine? I know how you like your white wine.”

My cheek throbbed. “Get out of my house.” My teeth clenched so tight my jaw ached.

He removed ice from the freezer and dumped the cubes into a red-and-white-checkered towel. Kneeling in front of me, he pressed it to my red, swelling face. The ice burned. Hissing, I jerked back. He held me in place.

“I know I screwed up last year, but I thought you’d come back to me after Pete’s attack. I was nice to you. I took care of you. I proved that I loved you. But instead, you packed up and came to this relic.”

He’d arrived so quickly at the hospital. My head had been pounding and the pain meds had kicked in. He’d talked to doctors and nurses, taking charge.

“What are you saying?”

His grip tightened. His face hovered inches from mine. “I saved you. That must count for something.”

From a man he’d sent to me. Ken had never done anything for no reason, and most favors involved money. “How much do you owe in gambling debts?” I asked wearily.

Eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”

“How much do you owe? I know about some of it, but there must be more.”

A smile softened his face. “Nothing I can’t handle.”

“I don’t believe you.”

His grip slackened.

I pulled my head back and met his gaze. “You put Pete up to both attacks. The guy had a history of hurting women. Wouldn’t have taken much to sic him on me.”

His eyes chilled. “Why would I do that?”

“To hurt me. To throw me off balance. To force me back into the marriage.”

A smile crept across his lips. “I love you. I only do what’s best for you. We’re better together.” He rose and crossed to the refrigerator.

I remained silent.

He reached for a bottle of white I hadn’t seen before and held it up. “Happy birthday. A little late. You didn’t think I forgot, did you?”

He filled two glasses to the halfway point, then set the bottle on the table before sitting close. “Drink.”

I thought about Maria. About poison. I didn’t touch it. “Did you kill Maria, Gabe, and Amy?”

The question amused him. “Why would I kill Amy?”

I thought about Amy’s Polaroid with the unidentified male. “You slept with her.”

Ken stared, eyes calculating. Time to cut losses. “In high school, sure.”

“And recently. Was it because she looked like me? Or was it her obsession with Hale House that appealed to you?”

He sipped his wine. “Great imagination, Raine. Consider creative writing for your next career.”

“You gave her the recent pictures of me, didn’t you?”

He sipped his wine, carefully setting his glass down. “You should’ve seen her face light up when I gave them to her.”

“Why did you kill her?” I asked softly.

“Raine, I didn’t. She was an overambitious little nothing who pissed off the wrong person when she set the attic on fire with Molly.”

“Amy died before Maria and Gabe.”

“Like I said, someone was leveling a score.”

“Who?”

“If I had to guess? Maria. Gabe’s affair and Amy’s fire . . . Maria started planning.”

“Maria was poisoned. She died.”

He glanced at the wine, sipped. “Maria’s death was an accident. She never intended to die.”

“How do you know?”

He shrugged.

His knowing expression said a lot.

“You were sleeping with her.”

“You don’t know that.”

A sad smile tugged my lips. “Just tell me, Ken. We are beyond the lies.”

He studied me a beat. “A few months ago, I came down here to see Amy. She was busy with Gabe, so I paid a visit to Maria. Didn’t take long to figure out Maria was furious and ready to get naked.”

“You were the guy the nurses talked about.”

He sipped his wine. “I suppose so.”

“Did you convince her to file the lawsuit against the trust?”

“It was a suggestion.” He held up his glass. “You’re not drinking. Take a sip. Makes me think you don’t trust me.”

“I don’t.”

He chuckled. “I’m not going to kill you. You have papers to sign. You have an estate to sell.”

“That’s why you’ve been dragging your feet with the divorce. The trust, the land. Maria convinced you it could be up for grabs.”

“She thought many steps ahead.” He handed me my glass. “Drink.”

An order.

I tipped the glass up until cool liquid brushed my lips. I tasted a slight bitterness under the wine.

“See, not such a big deal. We’re just your average married couple having a pleasant evening.”

“What happened with Maria?”

He chuckled. “Her plan was to poison Amy and Gabe, but she was worried about landing in jail as the prime suspect. I suggested she poison herself.”

“And that’s what she did. She didn’t know about her heart condition.”

He grinned. “Devil is in the details.”

“She poisoned Amy here at Hale House. Slipped it in the coffee grounds and water bottles.”

I’d drunk some of that coffee. The grounds were bitter to me, and my stomach was too queasy to finish the cup.

“But Amy didn’t die right away, did she?” I asked.

“Maria followed her to the creek bed until she died. Then she slipped poison in Gabe’s anxiety medicine.”

“If it’s true, very clever.”

“Her plan was to recover, free and clear of the deaths of her husband and his mistress. And then she’d start working on you.”

“And my mother?”

He smiled. “That I don’t know.”

Maria had always reminded me that I owed her. Whenever I pressed, she never would explain.

“I suppose eventually, I’d have an accident or illness. And then she’d have it as Molly’s mother.”

He leaned forward. “It would have been my play if I were that conniving.”

But he was. “The estate is why you married me.”

“Not the only reason, Raine. I love you. But I’ve had my sights set on Hale House since I was a kid.”

“Our meeting in the Alexandria bar wasn’t an accident.”

“Took a little planning to make it look like chance.”

Rage surged. Gripping the wineglass, I lunged forward, threw the wine in his face, and cracked the glass against his head.

He arched back, cursing as blood trickled down his face. “What the fuck.”

I snatched the gun from my waistband and pointed it at him. A moment of panic.

And then he laughed. “You won’t shoot me.”

I’d never shot anyone, but I’d gone hunting with my father as a kid. I remembered the nervous, anxious rush that came with pulling a trigger and the power of a bullet leaving the chamber. But I’d never killed anything. I wasn’t sure I could shoot him if it were just us. But for Molly . . .

I leveled the gun, my finger slipping to the trigger.

He moved fast, grabbing the gun as I fired. The bullet fired wild and hit the ceiling. The explosion rang in my ears.

Ken’s face twisted with fury as he yanked the gun from my hands. “That was not very nice.”

Leaning back, I braced for his next attack. I realized he could kill me in a moment of anger. He might regret it later, but I’d still be dead.

My fingers groped over the tabletop, searching for anything that I could use. Smooth, barren wood bred desperation, and then my fingers skimmed the wine bottle’s base. It skidded out of reach.

He lifted me and shoved me back hard on top of the wineglass. The force shattered it. The shards cut into my back. “You’re not going to fuck this up for me.”

Pushing against him, I inched higher on the table. Glass splinters sliced into my skin. I searched for the bottle.

He raised me up, lifting me off the glass. Nose to nose, the heat of his breath brushed my face.

Then—footsteps.

Molly.

My heart plummeted.

Ken’s head jerked toward her. That instant was enough time for me to grip the bottle’s neck and swing it hard against the side of his head. He dropped to his knees. I hit him again. And again.

Molly cried.

I raced toward the child and scooped her up. As I ran toward the front door, I grabbed my purse. Outside, cold air swirled around as Molly clung to me.

“It’s okay, honey. It’s okay.”

My hands shook as I opened the car’s front door and pushed her inside. She scrambled to the passenger seat. I needed distance from Ken. Then I’d put her in her car seat. As the car engine fired, a bloody hand smacked against my car door window. I locked the door as he reached for the handle. His fist pounded against the window.

Molly screamed.

I put the car in drive and punched the accelerator.

“Put your seat belt on!” I shouted.

Molly’s hand trembled, but she grabbed for the strap and drew it across her body. The belt clicked.

Ken fell back, stumbling toward his car, now blocking the driveway. Gravel popped under the tires as the engine roared and I drove the car toward his. I skirted to the right off the driveway and hit the ancient oak trees. Metal scraped wood.

Ken’s car zoomed up to my bumper and rammed it. Molly ducked her head and covered her face with her hands. The cars were side by side now.

I glanced toward him, glimpsing the hard set of his jaw illuminated by the dashboard light. If he caught us this time . . .

Gripping the wheel, I jerked it to the left and rammed his car hard with the nose of mine. The impact rattled up my arms, and I braced for the airbags to deploy. They didn’t. Molly pitched forward, but the belt locked and kept her small body tight against the seat. I wasn’t sure how many times I could strike Ken’s car and not cause a crash that would kill us all.

I gripped my wheel even tighter, braced to hit him again. But my move had forced Ken to overcorrect.

His car angled hard and slammed into one of the oak trees head-on. His airbags deployed as the car engine crumpled around the tree. We raced past him toward the brick pillars.

Police lights flashed on the main road. I jammed on the brakes as Judson’s truck barreled down the driveway toward me.


Chapter Seventy-Two

Raine

Saturday, October 24, 2026, 11:00 p.m.

Most of the cuts on my back were minor, but a few were deep enough to require stitches. The emergency room doctor ended up using seven stitches and multiple butterfly bandages on the wounds.

The painkillers had kicked in, but the nurse had warned me that I’d be very stiff for a few days. She’d also instructed me not to lift anything heavier than twenty pounds. I’d been in a hospital almost a month earlier and knew the drill.

The curtain slid back. I shifted carefully on the pillow. Judson. He stood silent, his face an unreadable mask.

“Don’t look so serious,” I said.

He crossed the room and kissed me on the forehead. “How’re you doing?”

“Not bad,” I rasped. “My throat is on fire. My back is Swiss cheese. Feels like a boxer hit me with a couple of right hooks. But other than that . . . good. Where’s Molly?”

My humor didn’t soften his frown. “She’s with Edith.”

“Did you tell Edith what happened?”

“I did.”

“How did she take it?”

“Like she always does. Stoic. Hard to read.” He sat beside the bed. “She did thank you for saving Molly.”

“We’ve found something in common,” I said. I shifted forward, and my stitches pulled, sending me back to the pillows. “Where’s Ken?”

“Jail. Already called his lawyer. Claiming you were confused. Insisting he arrived at Hale House to help. That Pete was the one that messed up your back.”

I swallowed. My raw throat burned. “Ken is very clever. If anyone can beat charges this bad, it’ll be him.”

Judson’s jaw clenched. “He won’t get out of it this time.”

“What about Pete?” Fear slid under my skin.

“He’s dead. Shot in the head. Looked execution-style to me. But Meg and her team are collecting evidence now. Ken is insisting he shot Pete in self-defense.”

“Don’t believe him. I’m convinced he sent Pete to hurt me.”

“Why?”

“To throw me off my game. Ken thought I’d go running to him.” I explained Ken’s confession that he’d wanted Hale House for most of his life. He’d slept with Amy in high school and then again in the last year. He and Maria were lovers. He’d goaded Maria into filing a suit against me—into poisoning herself.

“I heard back from the lab. The DNA found in Maria’s body wasn’t Gabe’s,” he said. “I’ll have it checked against Ken’s.”

“An affair is not a crime,” I said. “What I’ve told you is ‘he said, she said.’”

“Maybe. The forensic team has been working overtime. We now have security footage from a warehouse showing a woman torching Amy’s abandoned car. Hunting cam footage on your property of a smaller-framed person chasing Amy as she was dying. I’d bet the hair fibers on Amy’s body belonged to Maria.”

I tensed. “And Maria left Molly alone.”

“Not alone. With you.”

I would never know how long Maria had been planning all this. It didn’t matter now. “What matters is that Molly is safe and with me,” I said.

My eyes drifted closed before I forced them open. Exhaustion rippled through my body. “We won’t be safe as long as Ken is free.” He was in jail, but he knew the legal system. He’d find a way to get out and double back one day.

“I won’t let him hurt you,” Judson said.


Chapter Seventy-Three

Raine

Friday, December 4, 2026, 8:00 p.m.

It rained the day Maria and Gabe were buried. I’d considered rescheduling, but Molly, Edith, and I needed closure. We had to find a way to put the past behind us. So we gathered at the gravesites with the pastor. Molly had worn the light blue dress. I’d worn the bright blue one. Two blips of color in a sea of black.

I’d watched Maria’s and Gabe’s urns being lowered into the ground. I hoped Gabe could forgive me for putting him beside the woman who’d killed him. Edith took my hand very briefly and then nodded as if I’d done the right thing.

I’d decided to renovate Hale House. I’d taken a deep breath and agreed to the silver plan. In January, Molly and I would move into the cottage she’d shared with her parents while the work was being done. She was excited to see ghosts. I wasn’t.

I was in the process of selling off fifty acres on the eastern edge of the property closest to the Charlottesville area and the interstate. Several developers were working up bids.

My father and grandfather were rolling over in their graves, but I was happy with my decision. Time to let go and move forward.

Molly continued to see Miss Rebecca, the counselor. We still hunted for ghosts every evening, and several times a week we visited her parents’ markers in the cemetery. Nightmares for us both were a constant. Healing was a slow and uneven process.

The medical examiner had tested Mom’s remains and detected cyanide. I’d not been surprised they found poison considering the time. When I’d told Edith, she didn’t seem surprised. As to Edith, my relationship with her couldn’t be described as warm, but we had come to an unspoken peace. She was staying in her house. Molly visited her often. Not perfect. But which families were?

A knock at the front door, and I saw Judson through the windows. He was a regular visitor here. Most nights he tried to stop by while Molly was still awake, but some nights, like tonight, work kept him late.

I moved to the door, smiling when I opened it. A rush of cold air swarmed around us. “I didn’t think you were going to make it.”

He stepped inside, closed the door, and removed his hat. He kissed me on the lips, long and unhurried. “I wasn’t sure I would.”

Molly and I had visited his house on the western edge of the county. Rustic and isolated were the best descriptors. Fun for a few hours, but not ideal for overnights.

“Are you hungry?” I asked. “I still have pizza.”

“That would be great.”

He followed me into the kitchen. I retrieved a slice from the pizza box and put it on a plate in the new microwave. As it spun, I kissed him. He leaned into me, tension rippling through his body.

He broke off the kiss.

“What?” I asked.

“I came on business,” he said.

I groaned. “Okay.”

“Ken is fighting the charges. As you once said, he’s arguing it’s a matter of ‘he said, she said.’ He’s making headway with the judges. He’s out on bail. But ordered to stay away from you and Molly.”

Fear inched along my spine. “Ken doesn’t care about rules.”

“He will this time. He’s wearing an ankle monitor and knows any visit here will land him back in jail.”

One good thing about Ken’s arrest was that he’d signed the divorce papers to show his good faith and that he had no designs on the Hale lands. “Fingers crossed.”

We were safe. At least for the time being. But he’d always be circling close, ready for an opportunity. Ken would never be satisfied until he had the estate and me. That dark truth hung over me most days, a dark cloud ready to thunder and spit lightning.

But I pushed it aside and kept moving forward. I was my mother’s daughter. Appearances mattered.

The sale of my house with Ken had closed, and I’d driven to Northern Virginia with Judson and Molly and cleaned out my storage unit. My old life fit in the back of Judson’s pickup truck.

I’d officially resigned from my job and had no plans to visit Northern Virginia. I thought I’d miss the job and my friends more, but I’d never had one regret nor looked back. I might one day, but not now.

With luck, Ken’s and my paths wouldn’t cross again. “He’s not stupid,” I said.

“Neither are we.”

The microwave dinged. “Is that all the work-related news?”

“It is.”

“Good. I don’t want to talk about that anymore tonight.”

He took my hands in his. Kissed me on the lips. “Deal.”

I loved him, felt as safe with him as I had when I was a teenager. But I was old enough now to realize that I’d saved myself once and would do it again.


Epilogue

Ken

Wednesday, January 13, 2027, 7:00 p.m.

Ken was in a foul mood when he pushed through the front door of his efficiency apartment. He’d had a hell of a day in court. He’d gained bail and had a good defense against the criminal charges against him, but his lawyers would bleed him dry. His law firm had dropped him. Long-standing clients, too.

Still, he’d make a comeback. No one could prove anything. Pete’s death—that was self-defense. As soon as he beat the other charges, he’d stage his return. Clients going forward might not be as reputable, but the money would still be green.

The furnished apartment was small—one bedroom, a kitchenette, bathroom. Not much. But one he could afford until his accounts were unfrozen.

He uncorked yesterday’s bottle of red and loosened his tie. He filled a large glass and took a liberal sip. The woodsy, oaky flavor tasted good and eased the edge off his nerves. He took off his jacket, draped it over a chair, unfastened his cuffs, and rolled them up.

Too warm. The room was warm. He crossed to the thermostat. Had he left it on high this morning?

He ignored it, sipped more wine, and scrolled his phone. He found the number for the Italian restaurant that delivered. He sat on the used couch and called in an order for pasta with extra meat sauce and garlic bread.

As he stared out the window toward the small, enclosed patio, he imagined the stars in the endless sky over Hale House. It could still be his. If he played his cards right.

His vision blurred. He blinked it away.

The stress was getting to him. An ankle monitor meant no Caribbean vacations, but a spa day would ease the tension. Another sip.

His head spun, and his breathing hitched. Again, his vision went out of focus.

He set his glass down on the coffee table.

Suddenly, his heart jackhammered against his sternum. His phone slipped from his hand. He fell back and sucked in a breath. His windpipe had constricted to the size of a straw.

The muscles in his neck tightened. His breathing became more labored.

Fuck.

What was happening?

Panic flared. Poison. Had Maria reached from the grave and attacked him?

He lurched forward and, through a blur, searched for his phone. As his fingers skimmed it, a booted foot kicked it away.

Ken looked up. He barely registered the face when another spasm gripped his belly. Edith.

“It won’t take long,” Edith said.

“How?” His voice was garbled and almost unrecognizable.

“It wasn’t just Maria,” she said.

She carried the glass to the kitchen sink. Carefully, she washed it out, dried it, and replaced it in the cabinet. She put the corked bottle in a bag.

He tried to speak, but his tongue felt thick, useless.

“Maria was clever. But I saw how she looked at Gabe. Such hate. She wanted him dead. I didn’t think she’d do it. But she surprised me. And Amy. She had it coming after the attic fire with Molly.”

“No.” The word rasped from him.

Edith wiped the counter with gloved hands. “I’m sorry about Gabe. But my son, God love him, would’ve spent the rest of his life screwing things up. He’s in a better place now. They all are. And Molly is safe. With Raine.”

He pushed against the cushions but couldn’t rise.

“Raine was right. Prison won’t hold you. I can’t risk you getting near Molly. Don’t worry, you’ll be in a better place soon.” She laid a computer-printed note on the coffee table. “Your explanation to the world.”

His muscles slackened. His body was betraying him. “No.”

“Your death will look like a suicide.” She packed up the dish towel. “People will say you cracked under the pressure. That it finally caught up to you.”

She removed a stack of cash from her bag and placed his hand on the top bills. She tucked them in an end table drawer. Out of sight. But easy to find when the apartment was processed. She also brushed his fingers against the note. “From Gabe’s hiding space. The money he took out of his account with Maria. Physical evidence. Raine says it and a note helps close cases. Your fingerprints are all over these now.”

He tried to lift a hand, to clench a fist, but no muscle answered.

“Raine isn’t perfect, but she’s good for Molly. The child is thriving. Calmer than I’ve seen her in years. I don’t want that ever ruined.” She nudged the phone just out of his reach. “Goodbye, Ken.”

The world narrowed. Darkness closed in. The last thing he heard was his front door opening. Footsteps toward him. Through the haze he saw Edith. And her.

Raine.

Neither smiled. Grim determination.

“We need to go,” Raine said.

“Another second.”

And as he slipped away, he heard Raine say, “He’s finished.”
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