
  
    [image: The Sisters of Tall Pines]
  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2021 by Emerald O'Brien

      Cover designed by Alora Kate of Cover Kraze

      Editing by K R Stanfield

      All rights reserved.

      This book is a work of fiction. All names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to any events, locales, or persons living or dead is entirely coincidental. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, with the exception of brief quotations in book review.  Printed in the United States of America.

    

  


  
    
      Subscribe to Emerald’s newsletter for a free ebook, exclusive news and updates, and more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Dedicated to my true-blue readers,

      

      

      

      
        
        You’ve joined me on this journey,

        beginning to end.

        You’ve spent time with Madigan and Grace,

        listening to their deepest inner thoughts.

        You’ve accepted them for who they are,

        flaws and all.

        You’ve watched them learn to

        love and trust themselves.

      

      

      

      
        
        I wish all of this for you.

        From the bottom of my heart,

        Thank you.
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      Grace finished her last sip of cold coffee as Raven Lockwood, Tall Pine’s Chief Medical Examiner, pulled up in the driveway of the little blue bungalow. Mac stepped out the front door and stopped on the porch beside Grace.

      He stood straight in his police uniform, looking out at Raven’s car. He shook his head with a distant look in his eyes.

      The scene he just walked through—that we’ve walked through multiple times tonight—would give anyone that same look.

      “Never gets easier, does it?” she asked.

      He ran his hand over his short hair as he shook his head.

      Raven stepped out of the car in her ankle boots. Her long, dark braid swayed behind her. She strode up to them with her hands in the pockets of her black M.E. jacket. “Mac. Grace.” She nodded to them. “Has the scene been processed?”

      “All finished.” Mac turned to Grace. “You ready to go?”

      I need to see the bodies one more time, first. “You go ahead.” Grace’s calm, gentle voice seemed to ease the tension from his face, but he didn’t move. She leaned in toward him. “I’ll see you at my place, okay? Shouldn’t be too long.”

      He nodded once to her, then to Raven, before ambling down the driveway.

      They’d been called to the scene at eleven that evening, when the vic’s daughter hadn’t been able to reach them during the day. She went to check things out for herself, discovering the brutal crime scene and her parent’s bodies on her own.

      Grace nodded for Raven to follow her inside. They passed Officer Malone along the way. He stared at the body of the first vic, less than ten feet from the front door, splayed on the living room carpet.

      “Martha Hannan,” Grace said, stopping.

      Raven stopped beside her.

      Some of the woman’s short, shiny gray hair had been stained red from the blood of the bullet wound near the top of her forehead. It had exited out the back. Her arms lay in a desperate position, reaching out in the direction of the front door, her head turned sideways on the carpet.

      A long, broken burgundy stain led from the body across the carpet toward the warm, glowing light of the tiled kitchen in the next room.

      She suffered. I don’t know for how long, but she made it from where she’d been shot out here. I’m betting on her own. She was a fighter.

      Grace continued toward the kitchen, Raven’s lilac perfume lingering close behind her.

      “Carey Hannan.” Grace nodded to the older man slumped over in his wooden chair at the kitchen table.

      His bullet wound sat dead center of his forehead. The blood had drained from it, pooling at his feet beneath the chair.

      He didn’t stand a chance. I wonder if what happened to Martha was a mistake—the result of poor aim—or if the killer took pity on her for some reason. Maybe they hesitated with her because of a personal connection.

      “She made it all that way,” Raven’s hushed tone kept the words she spoke between them. Without turning, Grace nodded. “With that wound. Wow.”

      “No calls of noise concerns were made to the police.” Grace stared at Carey Hannan. “Their daughter came late last night, so they’ve been here a while.”

      “I’ll be able to tell you how long soon. I don’t have any other bodies. These are priority. Is there… something you’re looking for?”

      Grace turned to Raven, confronted with her knowing look of curiosity. Grace pressed her lips together and shook her head. “We’ll have photos to refer to, but I like to keep this all fresh in my memory. Odd as that may sound.”

      Raven shook her head immediately. “Sounds like you’re using all your senses. That’s smart.”

      Grace glanced from the husband to the wife and back again. “I haven’t seen anything like this in Tall Pines—nothing so cold—professional.”

      “You think a silencer was used?”

      Grace nodded and turned to Raven, gently grabbing hold of her arm. “I’ll leave you to it. I need a hot shower and cup of tea before I start on my notes.”

      Raven nodded, but as Grace walked past her into the living room, she spoke up.  “Is Mac okay?” Grace turned back to her. “He looked a little…pale?”

      “I think it’s just hard to see people this way, and like I said, this sort of thing doesn’t happen in Tall Pines. Can you recall anything like this in your career here?”

      Raven shook her head. “Mac’s usually pretty tough. I guess I don’t see him affected by much, so I was just wondering.”

      “He’s doing well. Thanks for asking. We’ll see you next week?”

      Raven nodded and slipped on her gloves. “We’re looking forward to it. You’ll see me before then. I’ll have a report soon.”

      “Thank you,” Grace said, offering a small, tired smile. She turned to leave.

      As she walked by Martha in the living room, she cocked her head to the side, noticing her position by the long, rectangular coffee table.

      Although she’s decades older, from this position, she looks a little like Lily—John’s fiancée—my first homicide case in Tall Pines.

      The blood on the carpet. Her position.

      Maybe Mac caught that, too.

      She shook away a crawling chill down her spine before leaving the scene, down the driveway to her car.

      Beneath the streetlight ahead, Mac still sat in his car by the curb. She approached the driver’s side. His window was down.

      “Hey,” she said.

      “Hey.” He looked up at her, his bright eyes sparkling by the harsh streetlight.  “I just thought I’d wait for you. In case you needed me.”

      She nodded with a smirk. “Well, thank you. I think we’re all set.”

      “The woman in there,” he started, and turned to face the front windshield. “I’ve seen her in The Big Spoon with her daughter. I didn’t know her name, but I’d seen her around. She’s around my mom’s age.”

      He knows most of the people here. Maybe I will too, eventually.

      Grace stood in silence, looking ahead down the street in the same direction as him, giving him time to continue.

      “I feel terrible for their daughter,” he said after a spell, “finding them that way.”

      “Yeah.” Grace’s chest heaved and she folded her arms over it.

      “No signs of forced entry. There’s something strange about this one.”

      Grace nodded and tapped his door. “I know, and we’ll get to the bottom of it. Let’s get back, okay? Have a drink and get some sleep before the sun rises?”

      He nodded and rested his hand on the key in the ignition, staring up at her. “I wanted Kenzie to grow up in a safe place. Tall Pines used to be. Now, this…”

      I used to think the same thing when I was young—Madigan did, too. We’d look out our bedroom window from the city of Amherst, across Bones Bay, to Tall Pines. We’d wish we lived with a nice family, in the nice town where people seemed friendly. And happy. And safe.

      “There’s no such thing as a safe place,” Grace said. “I know what you mean, but in all reality, crime is everywhere. That’s why we’ve got jobs.”

      He gave her a small smile and lifted his chin in a slight nod. “See you back at yours.”

      She tapped her palm on the top of his car and walked back to hers, the Hannan’s little blue bungalow back in view as camera lights flashed through the window of the front room.

      We can make this town a little safer by catching their killers.

      That’s how I’ll sleep at night. It’s why I decided to stay here instead of transferring to Amherst—knowing I’ve done what I can to bring some peace back to this place Madigan and I finally call home.
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      “Strike three, Knox!” Jack pointed at the baseball rolling along the shoreline past Madigan. “You’ve got this, Kenzie!”

      Mac’s daughter ran after the ball as fast as her little legs could carry her through the sand, her sundress floating behind her in the coastal breeze.

      “Go, baby, go!” Mac called to her, arm in arm with Grace as they pulled up the rear of the convoy.

      Mac’s short, dark hair glowed auburn in the warmth of the sun, which hovered above the horizon. Madigan stared after Kenzie, bat still in hand, squinting to keep her in sight.

      “Hey.” Jack wrapped his arms around her from behind, and she laced her fingers in his, watching Kenzie chase after the ball. “That was an easy one, and you still missed.”

      Madigan released a huff of laughter. “Way to rub it in.”

      He squeezed her waist and lowered his head, pressing his soft cheek against hers. “Did you have a hard time sleeping last night?”

      Madigan pressed her lips together and her chest heaved with a sigh.

      Grace had closed the case of Valerie Hall, the missing woman from Tall Pines. Madigan thought she’d rid herself of her childhood nightmare that turned out to be a reality. She’d watched Valerie’s body being dragged across the hallway floor of their foster home by a man with a scorpion tattoo. The man turned out to be Eli and Evette’s adopted son, John Talbot. Evette was put away for the murder. John confessed that Eli blackmailed him into hiding the body. It was over. She was sure the nightmares would be behind her—but they still came.

      New ones had lately, too—more memories from the past with Eli and Evette in their house on Warbler Way.

      “I told you,” Jack whispered, “You can wake me up when that happens. I want to be there for you.”

      “I know.” Madigan leaned her head against his, reveling in the comfort his closeness brought as waves crept closer to their shoes.

      But there are only so many nights I can wake him for reassurance. I feel guilty for interrupting his sleep. Just because I can’t get any real rest doesn’t mean he shouldn’t, either.

      “Good job!” Grace called as Kenzie ran toward her dad, her hand outstretched. The white baseball barely fit in her tiny fist.

      Grace’s long, dark hair flew behind her in the wind. The smile on her face matched Mac’s as he scooped up his daughter and carried her toward Madigan and Jack.

      Jack kissed Madigan’s cheek, his lips lingering by her ear. “Have you told Grace about the nightmares, yet?”

      Madigan shook her head and turned to him, stepping out of his embrace. “She’s been so happy lately. No good reason to dredge up the past.”

      “She’s your sister.” Jack grabbed the baseball bat from her hand before taking a step back. “Maybe talking to her will help. Maybe you should do it soon—like now.”

      Madigan turned around and Jack held his hands out to Kenzie, still in Mac’s arms.

      “Toss it to him,” Mac told her, and she did.

      The men cheered as Jack caught the ball. They continued up the shore, toward the rock where the girls met one fateful night. It was during their childhood, after running away from their foster mother, Evette; a failed escape plan during their night at the fair.

      “Hey.” Madigan looped her arm around Grace’s.

      They walked in tandem, following the trio ahead.

      “She’s really cute.” Grace nodded to Kenzie.

      “She’s a sweetheart.” Madigan grinned. “I’m glad we’re here tonight.”

      Grace gave Madigan a meaningful glance that transformed into a sad smile. “Me, too. You know, I think this could be healing for us.” Madigan nodded, pressing her lips together.

      Grace studied her. “What?”

      “I think there’s still some healing to be done, for sure.” Madigan took a deep breath before continuing, staring out at the bay. “I’ve been having bad dreams lately. About Warbler Way. The house.”

      “Ah.” Grace nodded slowly and waited for Madigan to continue.

      Grace had always been the patient one – stoic, even. It’s what Madigan had always needed, and part of the reason they balanced each other out. Madigan ached for that feeling of balance again. The urge to elaborate overwhelmed her.

      “I don’t know why, out of all the things we’ve been through, it keeps repeating. The one about Valerie Hall and John’s tattoo.”

      Grace pulled her long, dark hair over her shoulder and turned to Madigan. “I think it’s normal to relive the past in our subconscious.”

      “You do?” Madigan asked.

      Grace nodded. “Do you still have dreams about Leah? Bad ones?”

      Leah was one of the friends Grace made while working undercover in Amherst, across Bones Bay from Tall Pines. Grace had disobeyed orders to come in, trying to protect Leah from a drug boss and his orders to have her killed. She couldn’t save her.

      “I don’t dream about her anymore.” Grace slowed down as the men stopped before their rock, setting Kenzie on top of it. “But I think of her from time to time. I wish she was still here. I know it’s not the same thing, though. Have you been thinking about our time there more often lately? If it’s been on your mind, that could be the simple explanation for your dreams.”

      I think I’m thinking about it more—them more—because of the nightmares.

      “There’s another one I’ve been having.” Madigan’s chest heaved as she struggled to describe the images and sounds of her dreams. “I’d forgotten all about it until a few weeks ago. It happens in the kitchen, but I’m not in there. I’m in the hallway, and it’s dark, and there’s a banging…”

      Grace stopped and turned to her, waiting to hear it.

      “Now’s not the right time, though.” Madigan nodded to the others, keeping her voice low. “We’ll talk about it later, okay? Tonight is about Kenzie, not living in the past—it’s about re-writing our story.”

      Grace nodded, smiling at Madigan with her eyes.

      “Just up there?” Jack asked, pointing to the wooden staircase that led to the fairgrounds. Before it lay the path Madigan and Grace had used to escape when they were seven and eight years old, respectively.

      Madigan nodded. “Then we follow the fence to the gate.”

      The group ambled down the footpath through the pines along the fence.

      “I hear music!” Kenzie’s eyes opened wide as she turned to meet her father’s. The fair’s happy tune pulsed in the air.

      He stared back at her with such admiration, Madigan’s chest swelled as if the healing Grace spoke of had already begun. Grace joined their side and they went toward the field. Bright lights shone through the pines as they approached the gate.

      Jack took Madigan’s hand in his free one. “Did you tell her?”

      “I told her. We’ll talk more about it later. Tonight, let’s just have fun, okay?”

      “You put me in charge of the fun, and we’re going to have a great time. You can count on it.”

      I know I can count on you.

      Crowds of people bustled between games, and queues for the rides in sight had already grown long. Mac set Kenzie down and took her hand in his, leading her toward the carousel. Grace followed behind.

      “Hey,” Jack stopped. “Where are we meeting Raven and Melanie?”

      “At the Ferris wheel. Eight sharp.”

      He checked his watch and smiled. “Then we’ve got just enough time for that.” He pointed past her to the man wielding a huge sledgehammer, bringing it down onto a platform that sent a marker careening skyward in a tower, three-quarters of the way to a bell at the top.

      Jack handed her the bat and strode toward it.

      Grace caught Madigan’s eye as a huge group of teenage girls strode between them. Laughing to each other. Madigan pointed to the carnival game Jack headed toward, cracking a smile as she watched the girls nudge each other’s arms. Grace nodded and waved before turning back around toward the carousel. She hopped up beside the horse Kenzie had chosen.

      “Step right up,” the game host called to Jack. “Two dollars or two tokens, please.”

      As Jack dug in his pocket. Madigan set the baseball bat against the platform and pulled out a five-dollar bill from her pocket, handing it to the man, bedecked in a long-tailed red blazer.

      “One for me, and one for him.” She nodded to Jack as she took the sledgehammer.

      A look of relief washed over him as he stepped back, allowing her room to take the shot.

      He didn’t think I’d be any fun tonight because I haven’t been able to relax for weeks.

      Eli and Evette got their turn to hurt me in my childhood.

      “All clear!” The game host called.

      I won’t let them take my future, too.

      She drew the sledgehammer back, over her shoulder, and slammed it down against the platform, shaking from the vibration. The marker launched up, three quarters of the way, close to the last man’s results.

      Jack clapped for her and previous participant, now a spectator, joined in with a little laugh.

      Madigan handed Jack the mallet and brushed the palms of her hands together. “Not bad, right?”

      Jack winked at her, exchanging places on the platform. “Not bad at all, Mad.”

      She blushed, nodding to the other man who was still clapping.

      “All clear!” the game host called again.

      Jack drew the sledgehammer over his head and slammed it down. The marker jumped to the bell and it rang out with a hollow ding.

      “Wooo!” Madigan clapped, jumping up and down as Jack turned back to her, beaming with pride. “That’s how you do it!”

      “Way to go there, young lad.” The game host handed him a ticket. “Right over there, at that booth, you pick your prize.”

      “Thanks.” Jack held his ticket up and nodded to the host, taking Madigan’s hand in his as she picked up the baseball bat in the other. “How’d you like that one?”

      “What can I say?” Madigan shrugged. “I’m proud. You’ll have to teach me how to swing like that.”

      “Let’s try to work on your baseball swing first, okay?”

      They laughed, sauntering toward the booth, hand-in hand. Rows of small stuffed animals lined the shelves, and giant ones hung from hooks on the ceiling of the booth.

      “How can I help you?” the man from the booth called to them as Jack held his ticket up. “Ah yes, you’ve got a strong man, there,” he called to Madigan. “Take your pick of the hanging ones.”

      Madigan’s eyes scanned the stuffed animals until her gaze lingered on a familiar one. The smile faded from her lips as she focused on a big, pink stuffed rabbit.

      “See one you like?” Jack asked.

      Madigan stared at the rabbit, looking almost identical to the one she and Grace had found in their bedroom the night after the fair. They would cuddle with the pink bunny while waiting for each other’s beatings from Eli to be over. A sickness swirled in Madigan’s stomach as Jack put his arm around her.

      They’d later discovered Eli had won the pink stuffed bunny for Valerie Hall that same night they snuck off to the fair with Evette without him. The night Evette caught Eli and Valerie together. It had turned out to be her motive for killing Valerie.

      “Mad? You okay?” Jack’s voice echoed from beyond.

      The greasy smell of deep-fried food and sweet cotton candy melted together with the fear she felt as a child, preparing for their escape from Evette at the first opportunity. The nerves from the smells and sounds made her palms sweat. The carnival music sped up with her pulse.

      Memories of Valerie Hall’s legs came flooding back. She was dragged across the hardwood hallway floor as Madigan watched through the railing of the staircase.

      Jack’s hand pressed against the small of her back, pulling her focus into the moment.

      “What’ll it be, Ma’am?” the man in the booth asked.

      It’ll be different now. It’s all over. It has to be. So why am I reliving the past as if it’s a warning to heed?
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      Mac and Grace stood side-by-side, leaning on the gate before the Merry-Go-Round. Kenzie took her third trip as they waited for Jack and Madigan. They waved to her each time she passed, squealing and laughing with a vice grip on the unicorn’s neck.

      “This was a great idea,” Mac said as Kenzie disappeared around the side again.

      His relaxed posture and warm smile set Grace at ease.

      “It was all Madigan.” She turned to him, drinking in his joy. “She said it’s for Kenzie, but I think she could tell we needed a break from work.”

      Mac ran his fingers over his smooth chin and nodded. “Did Tarek get back to you on the DNA results from our vic?”

      “No. I’ll tell you as soon as he does.” She leaned her hip against the gate, facing him. “I have a feeling Sergeant Colette made sure his evidence would be given priority.”

      “This whole thing would be different if he hadn’t let things get so personal.” Mac waved to Kenzie as she came round again.

      Grace did the same. Kenzie waved back and tapped her unicorn on the head before disappearing around the side.

      Grace shrugged. “I’d have thought after the last case, things would have changed. Being asked to work back in Amherst. Apparently not. He wants to work the cases separately, even though they have the same M.O—"

      A couple walked up to the gate close beside them and began a full make out session.

      “Same choice of murder weapon, too.” Mac huffed under his breath as they took a few steps away.

      “Right, just because it’s different jurisdictions. I can’t say I’m disappointed we don’t have to work with him yet, but they’re connected.”

      “Think the DNA will prove it?”

      Grace nodded, waving to Kenzie once more as the ride slowed down. “If it doesn’t, I think there’s still a case to be made to gain access to his files. I’m open to sharing. And to the criticism I’m sure he’ll have over the way I process my cases. Whatever it takes to find the connection between the two vics in Amherst and ours here in Tall Pines.”

      “You think your meeting with your old partner Greer could change things?”

      She shrugged. “It’s worth a try, and I’d much rather deal with him than Colette.”

      Kenzie stumbled toward them, staggering one direction and then the other, dizzy from the ride, and they both laughed.

      “Enough shop talk for tonight,” Grace said, and turned around as Jack and Madigan approached.

      Jack handed Madigan a stuffed animal—a gray and white cat—and Madigan nodded to him before bending at the knee and waving Kenzie over. Kenzie ran to her, eyes fixed on the cat.

      Kenzie squealed, “That’s like Waffles.”

      Madigan turned to Grace and shot her a grin. Grace nodded, a warmth growing in her center, pleased that Kenzie was so fond of her cat, she’d refer to her.

      “It’s for you, Kenzie.” Madigan glanced from the cat back to Kenzie. “And this is a special cat because she’s missing an eye. See?”

      Madigan pointed to the missing left eye. Kenzie rubbed the tip of her finger against the place where it was missing against the soft fur.

      “Where’d it go?” Kenzie asked.

      “We don’t know.” Madigan rubbed the cat between the ears.

      Mac turned to Grace and gave a curious smile with a confused expression, but Grace’s gaze was easy, knowing, as she watched Madigan.

      “But sometimes,” Madigan continued. “When something – or someone – looks a little broken, or different, or dirty, they don’t get as much attention. Or love. They don’t get picked as often, and this cat was lonely at the fair until we picked her up just for you, Kenzie. You want to know why?”

      Kenzie looked from the cat back to Madigan.

      “Because you have a nice warm bed at your dad’s place with room enough for a special cat, don’t you?”

      Kenzie nodded.

      “And you don’t mind that she’s missing an eye, do you?”

      Kenzie shook her head.

      “She needs love, and you have lots of love to give, don’t you?”

      “Yes!” Kenzie shouted, throwing her arms around the cat.

      “Good.” Madigan laughed, squeezing her arm before standing. “Then she’s yours.”

      “What will you name her?” Jack draped his arm across Madigan’s shoulders.

      “I don’t know yet!” Kenzie giggled and turned around to proudly show her dad the gift.

      “She looks like a Waffles to me,” Mac laughed.

      “No,” Kenzie chortled. “We already have a Waffles.”

      We.

      The word touched Grace. Mac turned to her; the heat of his reassuring glance warming her. Kenzie already thought of their lives in a shared sense.

      “We do have a Waffles.” Mac stared deeply into Grace’s eyes.

      “It’s almost eight,” Jack said. “We should get to the Ferris wheel, yeah?”

      They started toward the edge of the fairgrounds and walked along the perimeter toward the large, luminous wheel ahead. Mac scooped Kenzie onto his shoulders. The neck of the stuffed cat remained under her arm.

      “I’m going to get us all some tokens, okay?” Jack nodded to them.

      Mac stopped beside Grace. “Could you fish out my wallet for him? It’s in this pocket.”

      “Your money’s no good,” Jack called, walking backwards toward the entrance. “I’ll meet you at the wheel! And you!” He pointed to Madigan. “Don’t get on without me!”

      She laughed and shook her head, waving him off, but Grace could tell how much she loved the attention. It was a new look on Madigan—the happiness that came with the fulfilling relationship she’d been building with Jack—and Grace reveled in it.

      Jack disappeared through the thick crowd and Grace grabbed Madigan’s arm. They followed closely behind Mac and Kenzie toward the wheel.

      “That.” Madigan pointed at them. “That’s what we dreamt of.”

      “It’s all we wanted.” Grace sighed with a big smile. “And she’ll always have it. That love.”

      Madigan squeezed Grace’s arm as she caught sight of Raven Lockwood’s long, dark braid trailing down her back up ahead.

      “Lockwood!” Mac called to her.

      Raven turned around, revealing Melanie, her new girlfriend from work, behind her. Both had contented looks even before they saw the group. Raven’s eyes lit up as she waved to Kenzie.

      “Hey all!” Raven called.

      Mac gave her a one-armed hug and Grace wrapped both around Raven as she hugged her back.

      “Great to see you outside of work.” Raven pulled away and squeezed Grace’s shoulder. “How’s your case coming?”

      Grace and Mac exchanged an exasperated look, and his glance shot up at Kenzie on his shoulders.

      “Forget I asked,” Raven laughed and waved them off, taking Melanie’s hand in hers. “Ready for some fun?”
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      “Look!” Kenzie held her stuffed cat out toward Raven and Melanie.

      Raven smiled up at her on Mac’s shoulders. “Well, honey, what have you got there?”

      “This is my cat!” Kenzie shouted over the music.

      Mac set her down and she walked over between Raven and Melanie, showing off her new gift once again.

      “Very cool!” Melanie tucked her short, dark hair behind her ear and adjusted her glasses.

      She nodded to the group with a lingering stare on Madigan. Madigan nodded back with a quick smile.

      Melanie had been one of her prime suspects when she’d been tasked to look into Raven’s issue with a stalker. Although she’d since apologized for misinterpreting Melanie’s intentions, they hadn’t spent much time together. An awkward, cool air hung between them.

      “Are you going to take a ride on the big wheel?” Raven asked Kenzie.

      Kenzie turned to Mac with her brows raised, waiting for an answer.

      “How about it, my girl? Do you want to ride the wheel?” Mac asked.

      Kenzie shook her head no, clutching the cat to her chest.

      “Okay, you don’t have to.” Mac turned to Grace. “How about my other girl?”

      She laughed and nodded.

      “Kenzie can stay with me for this one.” Madigan smiled down at her. “I promised Jack I wouldn’t go on without him anyway.”

      “Okay, you sure?” Mac asked.

      Madigan nodded. “We’ll see about giving the cat a name.”

      Kenzie joined her side, staring up at the wheel with big eyes filled with fear.

      “Okay, you stay with Madigan,” Mac said. “I’ll be right back.”

      Kenzie nodded, barely acknowledging him as the two couples shuffled toward the back of the queue.

      Madigan knelt down beside her to meet her eyes. “Any thoughts on a name for her yet?”

      Kenzie wouldn’t take her eyes off the Ferris wheel.

      “So, not Waffles.” As Madigan said the cat’s name, Kenzie turned to her. “How about… Pancakes?”

      Kenzie released a full laugh. “No.”

      “Okay. How about Sprinkles?”

      Kenzie’s lips formed a little circle and her eyes lit up.

      “You like that?” Madigan asked.

      “Maaaaaybe.” Kenzie turned the cat to face her and seemed to stare at the spot of the missing eye.

      Madigan glanced back at the line as Raven and Melanie got in one of the bucket seats and Mac and Grace waited for the next one.

      Kenzie will always come first for him, and Grace knows that—loves it—but it’s nice to see them get their time together, too.

      “Maybe Coffee?” Kenzie said, still staring at the cat.

      “Coffee?” Madigan choked out the exaggerated response. “Why Coffee?”

      “Daddy says there’s nothing better than Coffee.”

      Madigan laughed. “Okay, sure.”

      “No, wait,” Kenzie said, urgency in her tone, a perplexed look on her face as she studied the cat.

      “You can sleep on it.” Madigan smiled and stood, her legs aching beneath her weight as she stretched them out. “Jack should be back with the tickets soon, and then we can play a game.”

      Kenzie pointed to a table with several goldfish bowls on it before turning her attention to a man behind a cart, spinning cotton candy around a stick.

      “Oh, we are definitely getting some of that,” Jack said, joining their side, handing Madigan a stack of tickets.

      “Yeah!” Kenzie squealed.

      “They’re all up on the wheel,” Madigan told him. “We should wait here until they get off.”

      “I want it now!” Kenzie jumped up and down, looking to Jack for support.

      “Me too, Kenzie,” Madigan said, “but we have to wait for your dad—”

      Before she could finish the last word, Kenzie took off with the cat in tow, headed for the cotton candy cart.

      “Hey, Kenzie!” Jack called. They ran after her.

      She dodged around and darted between people, disappearing behind the legs of a group ahead.

      “Kenzie!” Madigan shouted, leading the race to catch her.

      “I don’t see her,” Jack called, twisting around a couple and taking the other side of the group.

      “I see her.” Madigan followed her little sneakers and the cat she dragged behind her until another group stopped in front of her.

      Madigan almost ran into a woman and jogged around a group ahead with the cat still in view.

      Jack stopped by the cotton candy cart, scanning the area around them, panic filling his eyes.

      Madigan’s heart raced as she tried not to focus on that—on the rare sight of Jack losing his composure—and kept her eyes on the gray and white cat, instead.

      As the group ahead moseyed along, the cat came into view, laying on the littered grass a few feet away. Kenzie wasn’t with it.

      “Kenzie!” Madigan shouted, but it came out more like a scream as she spun around, frantically searching the crowd for her until Jack joined her side, staring down at the cat.

      “We’re going to find her,” he said, grabbing the cat. “I’ll go right. You go left. She couldn’t have gotten far.”

      Madigan peeled away to the left, holding onto his words, her heart thudding in her ears as the desperate, lost feeling settled in. “Kenzie!”
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      “There’s something I’ve been meaning to talk to you about,” Mac said as their cart rose toward the top of the wheel.

      “I thought we agreed to stop talking about work for the night.” Grace glanced at him with smirk. “But now that you mention it, you know what bothers me? We wouldn’t have even known about the potential link between the cases without the details leaked from the Amherst news.”

      “Actually.” Mac slipped his hand into hers. “This is about what I brought up the other day.” He cleared his throat and she turned to face him. “About the lease on my apartment coming up next month.”

      At the time he mentioned needing to renew his lease, Grace wondered if there was something more behind the idea—a plan he had for them—but he didn’t elaborate at the time.

      And she’d been glad for it.

      Things have been so good. Why change it?

      “Right,” she said, apprehensively. “I remember.”

      “Well, I was wondering if you’d maybe given any thought to… maybe living together?” he sputtered as they reached the top, turning to her. “Would you like to live with me?”

      Grace opened her eyes wide, staring at him with a smile as the lights of the fair sparkled back, reflected in his. Her own emotions surprised her and she laughed. “I mean, it would be a big change…”

      “Yeah. I guess so.” He grinned as they began to descend. “I don’t need an answer right now. I just wanted to float the idea by you and let you know it’s something I’m interested in.”

      “Living together.” Grace muttered to herself.

      He nodded with a smile. “Will you think about it?”

      There’s more risk to our relationship—less independence for me—but it’s also what I think I’ve hoped for. Maybe for a while, now.

      “I’ll consider it,” she said, barely holding back a grin.

      “Good.” Mac nodded, his eyes searching the people standing before the Ferris Wheel. “You see them? I bet Kenzie’s waiting for me to wave to her.”

      Grace squinted and frowned. They scanned through the crowd as their cart on the Ferris wheel careened back up toward the top.

      “I don’t see them.” Mac leaned over his side, rocking the cart.

      “Maybe they got impatient?” Grace muttered, searching the nearby booths.

      “They have that in common.” Mac smiled and grabbed the bar in front of them, leaning forward to search through a different part of the crowd as they neared the top.

      “They’re probably playing a game—” Grace started.

      “Wait,” Mac pointed to a spot beneath them. “What’s happening down there?”

      Grace followed his line of sight. “That’s Madigan.”

      The Ferris wheel took them back down toward the ground, and they both turned over their shoulders to maintain their view of Madigan, racing through the crowd.

      “Where’s Kenzie?” Mac raised his voice. “I don’t see her.”

      Grace felt the vibration of his panic as it rose in her own chest.

      “Stop the ride!” Mac hollered to the operator as they swung back around toward him. “Police. Stop the ride, now!”
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      “Kenzie,” Madigan shouted, staggering down the path toward the parking lot.

      If someone took her, I have to make sure they can’t get away.

      Took her? Who’d take her? I can’t jump to conclusions. She’s lost. Just lost.

      “Kenzie!” Madigan stopped outside the gates, scanning the lot. “It’s Madigan. Your daddy’s worried about you!”

      Security. I need them to be on the lookout.

      She spun around, searching for someone in uniform, rushing back down the path, past several games and booths, toward the fun house entrance.

      Could she have gone in there? Is she scared and lost with all the mirrors and people jumping out at her? She’d be so afraid…

      “Kenzie!” She screamed and jogged toward the entrance.

      “Maddie?” A little voice called from behind her, making her stop.

      Madigan turned around, searching for where the voice came from through the crowd. “Kenzie?”

      “Maddie!” The little voice called again.

      Madigan walked back toward the path. “I’m here. I’m here, you’re safe now. Come on out!”

      Kenzie pushed the black curtain from the photo booth to Madigan’s left out of the way and ambled out, looking lost as her eyes searched for Madigan.

      Madigan rushed to her, scooping her up in her arms as Jack joined their side.

      “Kenzie, are you okay?” Jack asked.

      Kenzie stared at him wide-eyed before tucking her face into Madigan’s neck. Madigan and Jack exchanged a look before she heard her named called from the crowd.

      “Madigan?” Grace shouted.

      “Kenzie!” Mac called, reaching their side and grabbing his daughter from Madigan’s arms. “Baby, what happened?”

      “I’m really sorry, Mac,” Madigan said, but he was staring at his daughter. “She took off and we—it’s my fault. I’m sorry.”

      “It was a mistake, just a mistake,” Jack said, squeezing Madigan’s arm lightly as Raven and Melanie joined the group, creating a circle around Mac and Kenzie.

      Madigan made eye contact with Grace, and she couldn’t tell if the look in her eyes was disappointment or confusion.

      “I’m sorry,” Madigan mouthed to her.

      Grace’s eyes lifted and she nodded to her, giving Madigan a rush of relief.

      “Do you hurt anywhere?” Mac asked Kenzie.

      She shook her head.

      “Daddy’s sorry he left you, okay?”

      Kenzie nodded and licked her lips. “I wanted to play hide and seek. Maddie found me. Can we have cotton candy now? Please?”

      Mac’s shoulders fell and he nodded, seeming to unclench his jaw. “Yes, baby. If you promise to never run off like that again.”

      Kenzie nodded and Mac turned to Madigan. “Jack’s right. It was just a mistake. It could have happened to me. She’s at the age where she’s bound and determined to explore.”

      “I appreciate that,” Madigan said. “But I am sorry. It’ll never happen again.”

      “Is that right, Kenzie?” Mac asked, turning back to her. “You promise daddy you’ll never go off on your own again?”

      “Yes.” Kenzie pushed her finger against the collar of his shirt. “Where’s my cat?”

      Jack handed her the stuffed animal he’d grabbed from the ground.

      “What do we say to Jack?” Mac asked.

      “Thank you!” Kenzie squealed, and wrapped her arms around the cat’s neck.

      “Let’s get that cotton candy,” Mac said, turning to Grace and nodding.

      “Be right there.” Grace nodded to him.

      The group left, following Mac’s lead, leaving Grace and Madigan behind.

      Madigan pressed her fingers to her temples, shaking her head. “That was a nightmare. I’m so sorry.”

      “It was an accident. I know you were watching her—there’s no one I’d trust more. You’re just not used to being around children her age.”

      Madigan nodded. “I still feel horrible. Do you…”

      “What?”

      Madigan shook her head. “It’s silly.”

      “Come on.” Grace linked arms with her as they followed the group.

      “Do you think Evette felt scared when we ran off?”

      Grace pursed her lips, seeming to consider it while they caught up to the group. “Not like what you felt, no, but she was probably scared Eli would find out we went to the fair.”

      “Because she caught him with Valerie there?” Madigan asked.

      Grace nodded. “Probably, yes.”

      Madigan sighed and tucked her hair behind her ear. “I won’t blame Mac if he doesn’t trust me with her again.”

      Grace rubbed her hand against Madigan’s back. “Stop beating yourself up and wasting the time we have together tonight. This is special. Let’s enjoy.”

      Madigan nodded, comforted by her sister’s touch—a move Grace never would have made even a year ago, when she’d stand stiff in a hug from Madigan.

      As they reached the cotton candy vendor, Grace’s warmth against her side was soothing in the cool, evening summer air. The sharp edge of guilt began to melt away from Madigan’s conscience.

      “I know the past has been on your mind lately. Come by tomorrow night and we’ll talk,” Grace whispered. “Until then, forget about the dreams, and what just happened, and be in the moment with us, okay?”

      Madigan nodded—a promise she managed to fulfill—but that night, at home in her trailer, beneath the comfort of her sheets, with her dog, Buster, curled up at her feet—the nightmares returned.
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      Madigan parked her bike on the curb in front of Vic’s house in the cramped and rundown Amherst neighbourhood, not far from the old foster home on Warbler Way. Early morning sunlight glowed against the green shrubs. She walked beside them on a path around to the backyard. Vic knelt by his garden, his back facing her. She stopped by the patio table.

      It was the place they’d sat to discuss his ties to her birth mother. He told her he regretted the way things ended between them after his affair with her decades before. Madigan felt more empathy for her mother than ever before afterward, but when she found her later that summer, the same feeling had not been returned.

      “Hey Vic!” Madigan stopped at the edge of the patio.

      “Well, howdy,” Vic said without turning around. “I’m just picking the rest of the carrots for you. Glad you came. Wouldn’t know what to do with them otherwise.”

      “You’d go door to door,” she said as she approached him, “offering them to whomever might want them.”

      In the short time she’d known him, she discovered he had a penchant for being the neighbourhood watch. From their very first meeting, he’d watched out for her. He’d once stopped her on the street and questioned her after she hit a dead end while searching for her biological mother.

      Vic smiled up at her . She reached her hand down to help him up.

      “You’d be right about that.” His dirty hand grabbed hers and she pulled him up without much effort.

      He brushed his hands on his jeans, the dried mud flying off, and Madigan clapped it off her own hand.

      “Sorry ‘bout that.” He laughed and nodded to the basket at his feet. “Those are yours. Going to share them with your sister?”

      Madigan nodded with a warm smile. She brought them back to the patio table, where she and Vic sat in the cool shade.

      He tapped the table and stared at his dirty hand. “I appreciate you coming out all this way, but it wasn’t just for carrots, was it?”

      Madigan took a deep breath, filling her lungs with courage just as much as air before speaking. “I’ve been thinking about the possibility… of you, being my father.”

      Vic pursed his lips and nodded without taking his eyes off his hand.

      He’s not surprised.

      “I’ve been thinking about the possibility… of you, being my daughter.” He smiled up at her as she tucked her hair behind her ear in an effort to self-soothe in the vulnerable moment.

      “You have?” She released a huff of air and laughed a little.

      Warmth spread through her cheeks—not with embarrassment—but relief. Hope.

      “I figured I’d wait and see if you brought it up.” He shrugged. “If you didn’t, honestly, I’d be okay with that. I wasn’t there for your mother like I should have been. If it’s true, I wasn’t there for you, either. You call the shots here.”

      She cleared her throat and licked her lips. “Would you be happy to just go on as… friends?”

      “I sure would.” He gave her a pure look of positivity. She couldn’t help but smile.

      Madigan nodded. “Since we met, I’ve wanted to get to know you. It’s funny, I thought by doing that, I’d be saved from the disappointment I’ve grown used to.” He frowned and she continued. “If you were my dad, but you didn’t want to be in my life at all, for example. Or, if you turned out to be someone I wasn’t sure I wanted in my life. If I looked into you while keeping you at arm’s length… less chance of getting hurt.”

      “Ah.”

      “It turns out, you’re a really cool guy, and now, if we go down that road of seeking answers, there are all new ways of getting hurt.” Madigan gave him a sad smile.

      “Such is life.” Vic shrugged. “C’est la vie!”

      “Those are your words of wisdom?”

      “I’m not saying anything one way or the other. I’ve made up my mind to leave it to you. I’ll tell you one thing—mine or not—you’re always welcome. To my garden, or to a visit with me, for whatever good that’ll do ya.” He ran his hand over the stubble across his jawline, looking out over his backyard. “I don’t have much to offer besides my company.”

      “Mine or not,” she choked out, “That’s all I really want.”

      Emotion caught in Madigan’s throat as the kind, simple offer touched her in a way she hadn’t been ready for. She’d prepared her whole life for disappointment, fear, danger, and neglect – not for kindness. Kindness continued to catch her off guard.

      She rested her hand on the back of Vic’s, giving it a gentle tap. They exchanged a smile and she brought her hand back toward her neck, to the necklace that matched Grace’s. Her fingers ran across it as she considered her options.

      I could let it be, and we could go on not knowing, or I could do the brave, hard thing, and find out.

      There’s nothing really left to deliberate about anymore.

      “I want to know,” she said finally.

      Vic crossed his leg over his knee and nodded. “Then we’ll find out.”
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      The door of The Big Spoon swung closed behind Grace with the jingle of a bell. She stopped by the counter, waved to Terry, and he nodded to her.

      “Haven’t seen that fella before.” Terry gestured over his shoulder to a booth in the far back corner.

      Greer sat, slightly hunched over, facing the diner. His thick, golden blond hair now had streaks of grey Grace couldn’t remember seeing before. His eyes, piercing green, looked the same even from across the room.

      “He’s an old friend,” Grace said. “Chamomile tea, please, Terry?”

      He nodded as she passed him, keeping her eyes on Greer. He did the same with her. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen him in plainclothes. He looked sharp in his dark button-down shirt and jeans.

      As she slid into the booth across from him, he gave her a crooked smile.

      “Hey kid.” His warm, rough tone brought back memories of their time on the same beat together in Amherst, before she was put on her undercover mission.

      He’d be the one to set the direction or purpose for the day, ever ready to adapt, and proud of her when she did the same.

      “Thanks for coming.” She folded her hands in front of her. “And thanks for your help with that last case—Morelli.”

      He pursed his lips and tilted his head to the side, keeping a smile on. “I have a feeling you’re going to ask for another favour.”

      “Because Colette already told you about my inquiry into your case?”

      “That,” he huffed, wrapping both of his hands around his half empty coffee mug, “and the fact that you don’t call unless you need something.”

      “Well, I’m sorry about that, but you know if I were in your position, I’d do what I could to help you out with your case. They’re connected, you know.”

      His smile melted into a straight face as he stared at her. “How’d you find out I was working this case?”

      Tarek showed me the request for the DNA on the Amherst vics with a signature from Derek Greer.

      “I have my ways.” She smirked.

      Greer looked around him, scanning the diner, and the parking lot. “Even from all the way out here? I’m impressed.”

      “Stop. It’s not as quiet and removed as it seems, and it’s more connected to Amherst than Colette will ever admit, so that’s why I wanted to talk to you—”

      “Sarge has a strict policy against sharing anything on the case—with anyone—not just you.” He sipped his coffee and swallowed with an ‘ah.’

      Grace sat up straight as Terry returned with the mug of tea. “Thanks.”

      “I’d help you if I could.” Greer rested his mug back on the table with a shrug. “You know I would because I have. This—this is off limits.”

      “My vics died in the same way as yours, the same week, at about the same time of night.” Grace held the mug in her hand, allowing the warmth to calm her. “I’m willing to bet the murder weapon will be the same, and if any DNA comes back, it’ll match, too. Do we have to wait until that happens to collaborate? How much time will pass? How far away will the killer get?”

      Greer shook his head and stared out the window at the clouds in the blue sky. “The killer’s not going anywhere.”

      Grace’s eyes opened wider as she waited for him to say something more. When he didn’t, she murmured, “because he’s not done yet, is he?”

      Greer turned to her with a stoic expression.

      “How many more people have to die before we pool our resources, then?” Grace asked. “Who will it be? A Tall Pines resident, or a citizen of Amherst? Does it not matter to you if it’s out of your territory?”

      His brows furrowed and he maintained eye contact. “Of course it matters to me. This isn’t my call, kid.”

      “You’re saying there’s nothing I can do?”

      He let out a huff of laughter. “There’s one thing.”

      “What’s that?”

      He gave her an earnest look. “Come back to Amherst. I know you were asked back.”

      She shook her head straight away and took a sip of the hot tea, floral notes calming the rise of panic in her chest at his suggestion.

      “You had the chance to come back and you didn’t take it.” He pressed his lips together and gripped the handle of his mug. “You still could, you know,” he said, gulping down the rest of his drink.

      “That’s not my life anymore.” She pushed her hair over her shoulder and scanned the diner; Terry walking past the older men at the counter; one of the servers setting a plate of pie in front of a little girl and her parents in the booth she and Mac sat at after they caught their first perp together. “This might not look like much to you, but this is where I want to be.”

      He frowned, raising an eyebrow as she looked back at him. “Is it?”

      This is the place I want to settle down in. I’ve started something real and fulfilling with Mac, a relationship that could progress if I let it. I want to protect the people of Tall Pines and make it the home Madigan and I have always dreamed of.

      “Yes.” Grace smiled and took a little sip of tea.

      Greer shrugged and pushed his mug away. “Suit yourself, but I always thought you were meant for something bigger.” She narrowed her eyes at him and he threw his hands up. “You’ve got the instinct. You’ve got the mindset, and the skills, and the experience. Amherst needs more people like you watching over it.”

      Amherst needs help, that’s for sure. That’s why I was so proud to work there; to protect people who needed help. Amherst needs it most. As a kid who grew up in the foster system there, and spent time on Warbler Way with Eli and Evette, nobody knows it better than me.

      She inhaled a shaky breath.

      All the corruption she’d been exposed to at such a young age had inspired her to come into her own form of power. She’d stop the abuse herself.

      “If you did, you could get in on this case, and any other after it you wanted.” Greer leaned forward. “And not even Sarge could stop you after that meeting you had with the board. You’re the only thing in your way, kid.” He tapped the table and slid out of the booth. “If you change your mind, let me know. We’ll meet back in the real coffee shop like the good old days.”

      “That sludge wasn’t real coffee,” she quipped with a sparkle in her eye.

      “You’ve gone soft on me, kid.” Greer laughed and stopped beside her. “Listen, you keep your eyes on your own paper. You made your choice. You’ll figure it out.”

      He winked at her before squeezing her shoulder. She gave him a small smile before he walked away. The bell dinged shortly after, but Grace was too busy staring into her reflection in her light-yellow tea.

      I did make my choice.

      I will figure it out.
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      Grace rubbed at her temples, staring at the points on either side of the line Mac had scrawled across the whiteboard almost an hour prior. He took the last swig from his “M” coffee mug and set it down with a bang, startling her.

      “Sorry,” he muttered, staring up at the board.

      Two men’s names were written on the left-hand side under the title Amherst, and a man and woman’s on the right, under the title Tall Pines. The bright red line down the middle represented the red tape that kept them from having enough information to compare and contrast the two cases.

      “This is ridiculous.” Grace stood and approached the board, grabbing the black marker, clenching it in her fist. “Greer wouldn’t tell me anything, but I know that he knows more than we do about this. He thinks the killer’s not finished. The question is, what is the killer’s relation to the victims?”

      She drew a question mark over the first two men’s names on the left-hand side.

      Matthew Haines and Robert “Robby” Conrad.

      She stepped to the right side, studying the other two she’d become more familiar with.

      Carey and Martha Hannan.

      “All four killed within a week of each other. Matthew Haines last Sunday, Robert Conrad on the Tuesday, and Carey and Martha Hannan on the Wednesday. All with time of deaths around midnight, all killed by a gun, all likely involving a silencer because no one heard, and all in crowded neighbourhoods in their own homes. No witnesses. All current or former residents of Amherst.”

      “And nothing to link all four in life.” Mac stood. “Only death.”

      “Haines and Conrad both have criminal records. Drunk and disorderly conduct, multiple offences each. Assault and battery for Haines, DUI’s for Conrad. Nothing on the Hannan’s, though, aside from parking tickets around Tall Pines. There must be more. Colette knows. His DNA results probably came back. Greer would have them. I don’t understand why he wouldn’t have told me that.”

      “Well…” Mac joined her side. “Is it possible they aren’t connected?” She shot him a look and he shrugged. “It’s important to consider all angles.”

      “I have,” she said with an edge to her voice, and shook her head. “I’m sorry.”

      “No,” he lowered his voice. “I am. I think they’re connected, too. I shouldn’t have been contrary there.” He picked up his ‘M’ mug and her ‘S’ mug. “Let me get us some refills.”

      “Please and thank you.” She gave him a small smile before he left the room.

      “What isn’t Colette telling me about you?” She huffed under her breath, staring at the Amherst side before turning her attention to Tall Pines. “Or you two?”

      Maybe Mac’s right—Greer too. Maybe I should just be focusing on my current case instead of linking it without more evidence, motive, or a single suspect for the Hannan’s.

      She opened their file and spread out the crime scene pictures on the table behind her. Martha Hannan was splayed out on the living room carpet with a trail of blood leading from the kitchen to where she lay facing the front door, reaching out for it, less than ten feet away. Her husband, Carey, slumped on the chair at the kitchen table.

      Both had a bullet hole in the head, but Martha’s was off-center, and by miracle or tragedy, she’d lived long enough to try escaping.

      The way she laid on the carpet reminded Grace of John Talbot’s fiancée, Lily. It was her first murder investigation in Tall Pines, and it connected to her past. John Talbot was adopted by the foster parents she shared with Madigan, Eli and Evette. They remained in their care for roughly four terrible years rife with neglect and abuse. John had suffered the same.

      John was cleared of any wrongdoing in Lily’s murder; he was sent to prison for the part he played in Valerie Hall’s. The same murder landed Evette in prison. Eli, Evette, and John had each played a part in the murder, and Madigan had witnessed part of it as a small child.

      No wonder Madigan still has nightmares.

      Mac stepped gingerly into the room, two full mugs in his hands.

      “Thank you,” Grace said, taking the hot ‘S’ mug.

      She turned to the files, reaching for the interview notes she’d taken when she met with the Hannan’s daughter, Cornelia. As she scanned the interview, she licked her lips, about to take a sip of coffee until she felt Mac’s eyes still on her. She turned her attention back to his serious expression.

      “I just heard a report from Amherst.” He cleared his throat.

      “Is it another murder like ours?” Grace asked.

      He shook his head. “Eli Thornberry was killed in prison this morning.”

      Heat crawled across Grace’s neck and she set her mug on the table, frowning in disbelief. “How?”

      Eli would be in his late seventies—maybe early eighties, but last she’d checked, as she did every few months, he was alive and well enough in prison.

      “Shanked. They don’t know who. Can’t find the weapon.”

      A dizzy feeling overcame her, and she reached back, steadying herself against the table covered in case files. Mac set his mug down and stepped in front of her. She stared up at him and shook her head in a daze.

      What can I say? I’m not sorry. I’m not sad. What am I?

      Mac gently grabbed each of her arms with his hands and stared into her eyes.

      “I don’t really know what to say…” Grace trailed off. She regained her bearings. A numbness settled in.

      He shook his head. “You don’t have to say anything.”

      She rubbed her hand against the back of his and sighed. “I have to tell Madigan.”

      He nodded once and let his hands drop to his sides.

      As his warmth fell away, and he stepped out of her space, a cool draft from the air conditioning vent above sent more chills down her spine.

      How will Madigan react? What will she say?

      There’s only one thing I know—deep down to my bones.

      The world is safer without him.
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      The railing before Madigan cast long, dark shadows across the walls. She peered down into the front hallway from just beyond her second story bedroom door on Warbler Way, where an eight-year-old Grace lay fast asleep in her bed. The yelling hadn’t woken her.

      Madigan rubbed at her eyes, peering between the railing spindles at the strange man in the hallway. The man with the scorpion tattoo.

      John.

      I know it’s John because this is a dream. A dream of a memory.

      She was transported to the downstairs hallway, as if acknowledging the dream swept her out of the scene playing out in front of her and into another.

      She peered around the corner of the hallway. John dragged the body of Valerie Hall toward the garage. She trembled, leaning back against the wall as Evette and Eli shouted at each other in the kitchen. The phone rang and she jumped.

      “You’ll cost us everything,” Evette hissed.

      The crunch of a beer can came next, followed by a large burp.

      “You disgust me,” Evette said, and a loud crack followed.

      He smacked her across the face. I don’t know how I know, but I know.

      The phone rang again.

      “Get that, would you?” Eli shouted.

      “You’re going to get us killed,” Evette said plainly.

      “You killed her,” Eli sneered, enunciating each word slowly. “You happy now?”

      The phone rang again.

      “You have to go,” Evette said—no—pleaded. “Go, now!”

      The phone rang again, and a deep buzzing vibration shook her.

      Then, in the darkness of the main floor, banging followed.

      Heavy banging, interrupted by Eli swearing, talking to himself.

      “This is what you get,” he grumbled. “If you think I’m some lackey.”

      Bang. Bang.

      “This’ll teach ‘em. This.” Bang. “Will.” Bang. “Do.” Bang. “The.” Bang. “Trick.”

      Bang, bang, bang.

      Madigan opened her eyes, gasping for breath, blinking at the glowing screen on the phone on her night table beside her as Buster hopped off the bed and sat by the door of her trailer.

      She sat up and reached for the phone, a cool sweat forming on the back of her neck as she squinted at the screen, her heart still racing.

      Amherst Prison.

      John.

      She answered the call and pressed the cell phone to her ear as she slid to sit on the end of the bed.

      “… call from an inmate at Amherst Prison, John Talbot. Will you accept the charges?”

      “Yes,” Madigan huffed, standing and walking to the door as Buster wagged his tail.

      A steady pace of beeps sounded in her ear as she opened the door. Cool, fresh air rushed in. She squinted into the overcast sky, wondering what time it was. She blinked around the trailer, back to the empty bed with twisted sheets.

      Where’s Jack?

      Buster trotted out and she shut the door behind him.

      “Hello? Madigan?” John’s warm tone held the desperation she’d come to expect.

      “Hi, John.” But something’s different this time. “How’s—everything okay?”

      “Is it possible for you to request a visit tomorrow?”

      “Tomorrow?” Her heart continued to race from the dream to his request. “I don’t know—I’m pretty sure I have to put in for that a week in advance—but I can try. What’s going on?”

      He spoke in a low, hushed tone. “Have you seen the news this afternoon?”

      I slept in. No, I couldn’t sleep, so I went to Vic’s, and then crashed when I came home.

      “No, I haven’t.” She scratched her head and ran her fingers through her hair, sweeping it away from her hot, sweaty brow. “What’s going on?”

      “Could you watch it? When you get a chance? And could you put in for a visit?”

      Madigan sighed and flicked on the TV, turning it to the news station. “I’ll request a visit, but I don’t know if it’s too late—”

      “If you don’t come tomorrow, I’ll call again. Will you be available at the same time?”

      She pulled the phone from her ear and squinted at the time on the screen, and the missed call icon.

      “How many times did you call?” she asked.

      “Huh?”

      “I’m sorry I missed your calls today.”

      “No, you didn’t. I’m just wanting to make sure you don’t miss mine tomorrow—if you can’t come. I’d really like to see you.”

      She sat at the dinette table and found the neon yellow sticky note on the center. A note from Jack. She read it while paying meager attention to the news.

      Hey sleepy head, you were tossing and turning last night. Same when you got back this morning, so I didn’t wake you before I left for work. I hope you got some rest…

      “Madigan?” John asked.

      …and I’ll see you for dinner tomorrow, unless you change your mind about spending the night at my…

      Madigan noticed a name crawling along the bottom of the screen in a news story.

      Eli Thornberry.

      Her breath caught in her throat as she read the headline.

      …inmate at Amherst Prison late last night. More details to come…

      “Madigan?” John repeated.

      “I just saw the news,” she muttered.

      “Okay.” John’s voice rose for a moment. Was that hope? “Okay, good,” he continued in his hushed tone. “So, I look forward to talking to you tomorrow.” His voice dropped off, as if he was taking the phone away from his mouth, ending the call.

      “Wait,” Madigan said, desperation in her tone, too. “Is this what you need to talk to me about?”

      Silence followed.

      “John, should I be worried?”

      “No,” he said after a few seconds passed. “I’ll either see you or speak to you tomorrow, right?”

      “Right.”

      “Then, no. I—I hate to involve you in—well—anything to do with me after what I’ve put you through. I don’t know why you still talk to me, but Madigan, I’m so thankful you do.”

      He’s scared.

      “John?” she asked.

      “Don’t tell anybody we talked. Or about tomorrow. No one.”

      He’s paranoid, too, but they are listening, so he has reason to be.

      “John, is there anything you can tell me—”

      “Talk to you tomorrow.”

      The line went dead soon after his last words.

      She pulled the phone away from her ear and stared at the screen as Buster pushed through the doggy door and joined her side at the table.

      She rubbed his head and tapped the missed call icon, revealing Grace’s name.

      She knew about Eli. She must have. And she tried to tell me.

      Maybe she knows something about John, too.

      Madigan tapped the call button beside Grace’s name and pressed the phone to her ear once more.

      “Hi,” Grace said, a hesitance to her tone.

      “Hey,” Madigan said. “I’m sorry I missed your call. I—saw the news.”

      “You did? About Eli?”

      “Yeah.”

      Her lungs seemed to deflate as she let the news sink in.

      “I wanted to tell you first—”

      “Yeah. Thanks.”

      “How are you doing?” Grace asked.

      I could lie to stop her from worrying about me. It might protect John. But, it’s never gotten me anywhere before.

      “The nightmares won’t stop,” Madigan cleared her throat. “No matter what I watch, or read, or how relaxed I am before bed, or how sweet and attentive Jack is to my needs. I woke up this morning from one nightmare and into another.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “In my nightmare, we were all there, on Warbler Way. Then John called. I don’t know what he wants, but it’s something about Eli. I dreamt of them, and now, Eli’s dead and John seems scared about something.”

      “He didn’t tell you?”

      “No, he sounded paranoid.”

      “As usual,” Grace muttered.

      Madigan forced herself to take a deep breath as Buster pushed his soft body against her leg. “He asked me to book a visit with him tomorrow, and if I couldn’t get in, to be ready for his call.”

      “Don’t,” Grace said right away. “Don’t get sucked into another disaster.”

      “Grace—”

      “It’s one thing after another with him. He’s trouble. Even though you choose to see good in him, even an optimist could say trouble finds him. Whatever you believe, you have to know by now that it’s dangerous to keep in contact with him.”

      Madigan sighed. “Do you think he knows something about what happened to Eli?”

      “Who cares?” After a moment’s pause, she added: “Do you?”

      Do I care what happened to Eli? Do I care that he’s dead?

      “No. But I think John does.”

      “I’m on my way home from my shift. Will you come over? Have dinner with me?”

      Is it really that late?

      “Yeah, Jack’s not staying over tonight. He asked me to come to his place, but I’m hoping a night with the bed to myself will make a difference.” She stared down at Buster. Besides you, of course. “See you in an hour?”

      “See you then.”

      Madigan ended the call and swept her hair off the back of her neck, turning to Buster. “You need a treat, don’t you?” She stood and grabbed a bone from his cannister on the counter. “You need a treat.” She handed it to him. “And I need a shower. I need some food. Most of all, Buster, I need a good night’s sleep.” She stood and grabbed her towel, stopping before the bathroom door and looking back at her phone.

      And I need to know what’s going on with John.

      She walked back and grabbed her phone, searching for the number to book a visit to Amherst Prison in the directory.
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      Grace poured the second glass of white wine as the front door opened and Buster came bounding through to the kitchen. Waffles bolted to his hiding spot under the living room couch as Madigan followed Buster in. The dark circles under her eyes concerned Grace, and she studied her as Madigan stared at the pizza boxes on the kitchen table.

      “You ordered pizza?” Madigan asked.

      “Pineapple, olives, and hot peppers for you.” Grace gave Buster a scratch between the ears and handed Madigan a glass of wine and a full box. “And Veggie Delight for me.”

      They brought their boxes into the backyard with Buster in tow, the early evening sky a dull blue over her coastal vantage. They each took a chair facing the water, grabbed a slice of pizza, and rested the boxes on the table between them.

      “Thanks for this.” Madigan held her wine glass in one hand and pizza slice in the other. Grace handed her a napkin. “I haven’t eaten yet.”

      “You haven’t? It’s not like you to forget to eat.” Grace took a bite and chewed, frowning at her.

      “I didn’t get up until after three, and I haven’t had much of an appetite for the last little bit.”

      Grace swallowed her mouthful and licked her lips. “The nightmares?”

      Madigan nodded. “It starts off with Valerie Hall. John’s dragging her body in the hallway. I know that’s a real memory.” Madigan shook her head, staring off at the tall grass before the hill by the coast. “However twisted or distorted it is, it really happened. But then, Eli and Evette are fighting in the kitchen. I’m standing in the hallway downstairs, listening, and… it seems like they are talking about Valerie. How Evette killed her because Eli was seeing her.”

      “Okay…”

      “But there’s this element of danger that seems unrelated. It’s like they don’t just have the fear of being caught for murder. They fear for their lives.”

      Grace finished chewing her bite of pizza and sighed. “Well, they were involved in many terrible things. I’m sure their lives were in danger—and by proxy, ours too. More than we knew.” She took a sip of her wine, fruity floral notes dancing on her tongue. “And that’s saying a lot, because we were exposed to so much.”

      Like Greer suggested, I know how bad it can get in Amherst. I know how much the powerless need help.

      Madigan stared at her slice. “I guess I still feel the danger, like I can’t shake it. Does that make sense?”

      Grace nodded. “It was a traumatic experience for you, seeing John drag Valerie. Who knows what else we witnessed? Our minds have a way of protecting us, you know?”

      Madigan took a small sip of her wine as Grace’s phone vibrated.

      “One sec. This could be work.” Grace checked the screen. “Oh, it’s a text from Raven.”

      We had a great time at the fair with you all. Let’s get together again. Tomorrow night? Roy’s?

      Grace read the text aloud.

      “I haven’t been in to see Roy in a while. I’d go.” Madigan took a bite of her slice. “You’re probably right about my nightmares. Past trauma resurfacing. But isn’t it weird that I’ve been having these dreams, and then Eli…”

      “Is murdered?” Grace finished, still holding her phone. They turned to each other and exchanged a despondent glance. “Maybe. Maybe now, they’ll stop.”

      Grace typed in her phone, Will check with Mac, but sounds good. Madigan is in, too, and maybe Jack.

      “Maybe.” Madigan’s voice was unconvincing.

      Grace put her phone back in her pocket and turned to Madigan. She stared out at the coast with a distant look in her eyes.

      “You could talk to someone? A therapist? I know EMDR is supposed to help with trauma.” Grace took a sip of her wine, still staring at Madigan, but she didn’t seem to hear her. “Mad?”

      “Hmm?” Madigan turned to her and pressed her lips together.

      “Maybe you should talk to a professional about your dreams.”

      “You know what?” Madigan released a huff of laughter. “If they don’t stop soon, I think I’ll have to. I can’t go on such little sleep, it’s affecting my relationship with Jack, and I haven’t gotten a new job in a while. I’ll call to make an appointment on Monday—if they don’t stop by then.”

      She will—but I’ll still worry.

      “Enough about me.” Madigan curled her feet up beneath her and took a sip of wine. “Is there something you wanted to talk about? Another reason you wanted me over?”

      “Well, aside from my current case, there’s something that’s been on my mind since we went to the fair.”

      “I’m really sorry about what happened with Kenzie.”

      “Oh, I know.” She waved her off. “It’s just, Mac has expressed interest in living together.”

      Madigan raised her brows and smiled. “Really?”

      “It’s too soon, isn’t it?” Grace took a nervous sip of her wine.

      “I don’t know.” Madigan shrugged. “I’m no relationship expert and I’m more impulsive than you are.” She took a bite of pizza, chewing with a smile. “I moved in with Will pretty quickly. Look at how that turned out.”

      They exchanged a wide-eyed look and shook their heads, smiling.

      She doesn’t think she has good advice to give, but hers is the only opinion that counts to me on this.

      Grace set her glass down and turned her body to face Madigan. “Would you move in with Jack right now?”

      Madigan shook her head with her mouth full.

      “See,” Grace said. “Too soon.”

      “No, that’s not it.” Madigan sighed deeply and licked her lip, biting it as she seemed to consider how to best explain her feelings. “It’s because things are a little weird right now with my dreams. We have sleepovers most nights, but I think he likes having his own apartment, and you know I love the Airstream.”

      “Okay, say he suggested you live at his apartment, and you used the Airstream as a little vacation now and then?”

      Madigan smiled, almost glowing, taking a sip of wine as if trying to hide it.

      But Grace never missed her expressions.

      “You would?” Grace laughed. “You would love it.”

      Madigan nodded, grinning, and bit off another piece of pizza. Her cheeks turned pink and Grace laughed. “What?”

      “It’s just nice to see that’s working out for you—you and Jack—finally.”

      Madigan’s chest heaved. “It is. Some things seem to be falling into place, but I don’t want to get ahead of myself.”

      “And what’s wrong with things falling into place?” Grace asked, eyeing her. “You’re waiting for the other shoe to drop.”

      Madigan nodded.

      So am I, with Mac. That’s what’s stopping me from saying ‘yes’ to moving in.

      I’m worried it will ruin things—our relationship or my independence—and I’ll lose the good thing we have going.

      Grace sighed. “I know the feeling. I think that’s why I’m hesitant about living with Mac.” She took a sip of wine, waiting for more of Madigan’s opinion, but when none came, she realized it was her decision alone, and nothing Madigan said would help. “So, what else has been falling into place for you?”

      Madigan leaned her head back against the chair and turned to Grace. “Vic and I took a DNA test yesterday.”

      “You did?”

      Madigan nodded with a nervous smile.

      She’s been through so much rejection with family, and yet here she is, still trying.

      “You’re brave. You know that?” Grace asked and Madigan smiled, waving her off.

      Grace held her gaze and gave her a gentle smile.

      I hope she finally gets the answers she wants and the love she deserves.

      Maybe I can, too.

      Maybe Greer is right—I’m the only thing standing in the way of what I want.
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      As Madigan searched Grace’s intense gaze, she knew the sentiment held true in her sister’s eyes.

      She thinks I’m brave.

      Emotion welled up in Madigan’s chest as she smiled at Grace. “We’ll get the results within ten business days. We agreed to open the email together.”

      If the results told her they weren’t family, she felt confident they’d remain friends. If they were confirmed to be related, they’d continue getting to know each other without added pressure or guilt by way of making up for lost time.

      “That’s great. I hope the results on my case come back so soon.” Grace laid her head back against the chair.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” Madigan asked.

      “Can’t really. Sorry.” Grace turned her head to face Madigan. “I’ve come up against some roadblocks. I can’t see the full picture, basically.”

      “Ah.” Madigan examined the pineapple chunks on her pizza before taking a bite of the delicious sweet and salty slice. She uncurled her feet from beneath her, stretching out her legs. “You know, when I feel like there are pieces missing, I usually go back to the beginning to reexamine what I thought I knew. Usually, there’s something there I missed.”

      “I’ll go over my notes tomorrow morning, when my mind is clear.”

      Buster flopped down on one of Madigan’s feet. His was the only weight that added relief instead of burden when placed upon her. “What do you think happened with Eli?”

      Grace stared at the coast, pursing her lips. “Not sure.”

      “I think he finally pissed off the wrong person.”

      “Ha, maybe. Who’d have guessed it would take this long?” Grace folded her arms across her chest as the evening summer air grew cool. “Do you remember those men he used to boss around? He never had anyone around who had power over him. He had to have the control.”

      “Yeah.” Madigan shook her head and swirled her wine in the glass. “Hey, why do you think John wanted to talk to me about it? He sounded so paranoid, like he didn’t want anyone to hear us.”

      “It’s nothing good.” Grace took a sip of wine and turned to her. “You believe me, don’t you?”

      Madigan nodded. “I do. I booked a visit with him tomorrow.”

      Grace sat up in her seat. “Madigan!”

      “I’m sorry. It’s probably not a smart idea, but I think he’s scared, and I can’t turn my back on him.”

      “Why?” Grace grabbed her wine glass and turned her body to face Madigan. “Ever since we found out about John, you seem to have this bond with him. We weren’t in that house at the same time. He was there longer—got more involved—he was their son. He’s one of the men I was just talking about—the ones who did Eli’s bidding.”

      Madigan shook her head. “I don’t see it that way. Who knows how we’d have turned out if they adopted us? If we’d stayed with them through our teen years, we might have been a little or a lot more like John.”

      “I don’t believe that.” Grace took a sip of wine and swallowed hard.

      “Well, that’s because you think he’s a bad person.”

      “And you don’t? After everything he’s done? He hid Valerie’s body.”

      “He was threatened by Eli. He did it for Evette. He loved her.”

      Grace shook her head. “He put you in danger—almost got you killed.”

      “John was trying to help me. Luke wasn’t bad, either. He was just involved with the wrong people, like we’d have been if we stayed on Warbler Way much longer.”

      “I can’t stop you from going, but you know what I think.” Grace shrugged and took a long sip.

      There’s no changing her mind. She’ll only see the bad in John, and maybe that’s to be expected with her career.

      “Maybe Eli already got to us more than you think.” Madigan set her crust down on the table.

      “How’s that?” Grace asked.

      “Find the weakness,” Madigan whispered, and turned to the coast, recalling their foster father’s motto. “Find their weakness and use it to your advantage to get what you want. His voice is still in my head. It’s in yours, too.”

      Grace didn’t respond. She didn’t have to.

      John’s weakness is in his judgement. It’s been clouded by trauma, negative influences, and being in survival mode for so long. However, his strength is his heart; he’s well-intentioned. He was trying to change for Lily—for the better—and his past caught up to him.

      “He’s dead, and his words have remained with us,” Madigan said, waiting for Grace to look at her. “I haven’t been to that house in so long… yet I go there every night.”

      Her dream’s haunting visions and noises echoed in her mind.

      Grace’s expression softened. “It won’t always be like that.”

      I won’t always feel trapped in the past? I hope not.

      No, it won’t always be like this. She’s right.

      “Some things change,” she said, turning to Grace, and grabbing the pendant of her necklace. “And some never will.”

      Grace turned to Madigan and clasped her own pendant, giving her a cold look of understanding.

      Grace hears his voice, too, but she knows ours is stronger.

      Our bond is stronger than anything we’ve been through. That will never change.
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      Madigan rested her hands on the scratched metal table. A lineup of inmates entered the room. John shuffled around the corner; his scruffy beard was far longer than the last time Madigan had seen him. His whole demeanor seemed rougher, which she supposed would happen after any length of time in prison.

      The dark circles under his eyes mirrored her own, which she’d caught in her reflection upon checking in at the prison.

      “You got in,” he huffed, revealing a small smile between his mustache and beard. He sat across from her, hands on the table, and leaned in. “Thank you for coming.”

      She wanted to say she didn’t have much of a choice – that’s how she felt, anyhow – but decided against it. It wasn’t true. She could have followed Grace’s advice and stayed far away from John, but she had to know what he wanted—needed. And the truth was, she couldn’t bear to make him feel like he’d forced her into something again, because he hadn’t.

      Grace said the optimist would say trouble finds John, but what she meant was, he finds trouble. Maybe I do, too, and that’s why I feel so connected to him. It’s like we can’t help ourselves.

      “What’s going on, John?” she whispered.

      He scanned the visitors and the inmates at the surrounding tables. Then, he stared at a space between his hands. “I couldn’t tell you on the phone. I couldn’t write you, either, because there’s still a chance for me—”

      “John, slow down.” She leaned in closer to hear him, and he glanced up at her before staring at his rough, dry hands on the table. “A chance for you? What are you talking about?”

      “I have a meeting tomorrow with my lawyer and someone from the Amherst Police Department. I’m going to try to make a deal with what I know, but in case I don’t make it, I need you to remember these names. Ready? Matthew Haines—”

      “Hey, hold on,” Madigan raised her voice, and he shot her a look. “Sorry,” she whispered. “I just don’t understand. You have information and you’re making a deal to get out?”

      “Not to get out, and please… don’t repeat me. If anyone hears this…” He ran his hands over his beard and closed his eyes. “Just listen, okay?” He opened them again and leaned in closer. “I’m in danger. I’m looking to get transferred somewhere safer, lower security, far away.”

      Chills crawled across Madigan’s arms. “What happened?”

      “Eli was murdered. That’s what happened. And before that it was Matthew Haines, Robby Conrad, Carey Hannan, and even his wife. They got his wife, too.” He pressed his lips together until she couldn’t see them anymore through his facial hair. “That’s how I know they’re coming for me.”

      Goosebumps spread over her arms again like wildfire.

      “Who?” she hissed.

      He shook his head, eyes wide with fear. “I can’t. I can’t risk it right now. I can’t put you in more danger. Remember these names, and if anything happens to me in here, you tell Grace. She’ll know what to do. Matthew Haines, Robert Conrad, Carey Hannan—"

      “Wait. Why haven’t you told your lawyer these names?”

      “Because I haven’t seen him, and I can’t trust him. I can’t trust anybody but you.”

      The words hit her so completely, she froze, holding eye contact with him, staring into the depth of their connection at the same time.

      He trusts me. He has no one else. This is why I came.

      She rubbed her sweaty palms against the top of her jean shorts and took a deep breath.

      “I’m sorry. I know I’m doing it again,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “If they get me—like I said—Grace will know what to do.”

      “What do you mean? Did they get Eli?”

      He covered his mouth with his hand, staring at her as if considering his answer. “I didn’t want to call you. I wanted to get a buddy to mail you a letter, but I couldn’t trust that, and I only trust you, and if something happens to me…”

      She frowned, waiting for him to finish. “What?”

      “You might already be in danger.”

      “Me? How?” As she asked the question, she knew Grace was right to warn her.

      He’s putting me in danger again—but this is my choice.

      He shook his head. “Please, just – will you remember these names?”

      I know, without a doubt, he’d do it for me.

      Madigan swallowed at the hard lump in her throat and nodded.

      “Matthew Haines and Harvey Booth. Robert Conrad and George Day. Carey Hannan and Eli Thornberry. Beau Wilson.”

      “Okay, yes, I’ve got them.” She repeated them to herself as John scanned the room once more. “I’ll remember. Now can you please tell me—”

      “Mickey Clarke,” he whispered.

      “What?”

      “Him and his uncle, Ray Clarke. Don’t ever repeat those names unless you have to take what you know to Grace. That’s who’s behind the murders. It’s a job they did for Ray—that I almost did—back when I left Warbler Way. Shortly after you and Grace came. Ray wanted revenge. He wanted to send a message after a shooting at his club. The case has been cold for almost twenty years. If I don’t make it, tell Grace. If I do, you won’t have to worry. Maybe none of us will.”

      “What’s happening, John? You think the people involved in—in whatever this was—are being killed?”

      “They’re trying to cover it up. Something must have happened. Those names. That’s who they’ll be after, and anyone they think those names might have told. Anyone who might have seen…”

      “You saw something, didn’t you?”

      He pressed his lips together again and folded his hands in front of him on the table. “The names. Say them back to me.”

      “Matthew Haines and Harvey Booth. Robert Conrad and George Day. Carey Hannan and Eli Thornberry. Beau Wilson.”

      He nodded. “Most of them are already dead. That’s how I know this is real.” He shifted his attention as the guard called out a five-minute warning. “If I make it, I promise I’ll call you. If it all goes through, I’ll let you know right away. If—if what happened to Eli happens to me—”

      “It won’t. Don’t think like that.” As she spoke, he gave her a stern look. “I’ll tell Grace.”

      He nodded. “And please, know how sorry I am for everything that’s happened. To Valerie. To Lily. To you.”

      “This isn’t goodbye, okay?” Madigan leaned in and grabbed his hand, squeezing it. The guard by the door noticed and strode toward them, but before he opened his mouth to speak, she let go. Once he returned to the door, she spoke again. “You’re going to be okay. You’ll have your meeting, and a chance to make things right.”

      “One way or the other.” He nodded and stared at her, his acting contingency plan. “I’m glad to hear your optimism is back. You keep that around, just as much as you keep your wits about you. You got it?”

      She nodded as some of the other inmates rose from their seats. “Please be careful.” John stood and she stared up at him. “And John?” He gazed down at her from his dark eyes. “I forgive you.”

      His shoulders shook and fell as he mouthed ‘thank you’ and joined the line of inmates, walking toward the guards. He cast one last glance back at her over his shoulder.

      Matthew Haines and Harvey Booth. Robert Conrad and George Day. Carey Hannan and Eli Thornberry. Beau Wilson. And Mickey and Ray Clarke.

      What have you brought me into now, John?

      What am I a part of?
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      The phone call from Madigan had felt like it would be a welcome reprieve for Grace as she stopped poring over the case file of Carey and Martha Hannan. She’d told Grace she had to see her right away about John but wouldn’t say why.

      Grace knew she’d been right about John and expected the worst, but Madigan would have waited to speak to her outside of work if it was anything less than an emergency.

      Grace met her out in front of the police station an hour later and ushered Madigan into the quarters they’d spent the past week in at the police department. Mac turned the whiteboard around in preparation for their meeting and tidied the case files she’d gone over once again after Madigan’s suggestion the night before.

      Grace gestured to a chair across from them and Madigan sat, her gaze flickering to the door and back.

      She sounded paranoid over the phone and she looks it, too.

      What’s he done this time?

      Grace sat next to Mac. “What’s going on?”

      Madigan set her bag and helmet beside her and licked her lips, twisting her rings around her fingers. “I’m not supposed to tell you or anyone, but when I went to visit John, he insinuated his life was in danger—and that ours could be, too. Well, mine, but he mentioned you, too—"

      “Ours?” Grace interrupted.

      Mac huffed as he looked from Grace to Madigan. “Start from the beginning, please.”

      “I went to see him, and he said he was meeting with his lawyer and someone else tomorrow who might be able to cut him a deal to ship him to a low security prison in exchange for information. Names. He gave me the names of men involved in something in Amherst that occurred just after we were placed with Eli and Evette. I think it’s a shooting they were involved in…”

      “Hey, hey.” Grace raised her hands. “Go slowly, here. Do your best to remember exactly what he said.”

      Madigan licked her lips and twisted her ring around her finger again. “He said Eli and some other men were involved in a crime that Mickey Clarke’s uncle, Ray, orchestrated.” As Madigan spoke, Mac grabbed a piece of paper and a pen, sliding it over to her. “He told me that if anything happened to him before he got to have that meeting, that I should tell you the names. He said you’d know what to do with them, and he seemed so sure—”

      “Could you write them down?” Mac pointed to the pen and paper.

      Mickey and Ray Clarke.

      Grace had always suspected Mickey of being tied to the former drug king of Amherst, Conrad Burke, but there had never been evidence of it. No accusations ever stuck to Mickey—he was untouchable. Everyone in Amherst knew it.

      Madigan scribbled names onto the paper. They gave her a moment of silence, and Grace read the names upside down.

      Matthew Haines? Colette’s vic. They’re our vics, too.

      She exchanged a look with Mac as Madigan set the pen on the paper.

      “Did John say anything else?” Grace asked.

      “He thinks there’s a cover-up going on. That he could be killed for some small part he played in it. He said he was almost involved. Something like that. He talked about this man’s wife.” She pointed to the name Carey Hannan. “And how she was killed because she knew too much. I think John was insinuating they might think we know too much, too, because we lived with Eli and Evette at the time, or maybe because I went to visit him? It was confusing. I’m not sure I fully understood him, but that’s all I know.”

      “Okay—” Mac started.

      “Well, I also know I’ve broken John’s trust, now.” Madigan sighed. “I wasn’t supposed to tell you any of this unless things didn’t work out for John with his lawyer. But I couldn’t sit on this. Do those names mean anything to you?”

      Grace pursed her lips and shot a look at Mac. He raised his brow; a warning not to explain.

      “I can’t talk about an ongoing investigation,” Grace said, “but I’m glad you brought this to me. If John says we might be in danger, you need to be careful. Don’t see him again—you understand?”

      Madigan nodded. “Do you think we’re in danger?”

      The bags beneath her eyes. Her messy hair. She probably hasn’t even eaten today, like yesterday. And now, John’s dragged her back in again.

      “It seems unlikely based on what I know—but not impossible.” Grace drummed her fingers on the desk, “Like I said, don’t see John again. Stay out of Amherst if you can help it, too. I’ll let you know if there’s anything you need to know, but right now, Mac and I have work to do.”

      Madigan cringed. “Are you going to tell anyone about it?”

      She’s nervous about betraying John’s trust. He’s endangered her life again, and yet she’s concerned for him.

      She was right. Some things never change…

      But she came to me. She told me straight away, and that’s different. I have to maintain her trust, too.

      “I can’t discuss it.” Grace cleared her throat. “But listen, it won’t get in the way of John being offered a deal for his protection, okay? You did the right thing.”

      Madigan nodded and stood.

      “If I bring this information to Colette, he’ll have to clue me in,” Grace said, stepping toward the whiteboard with Mac.

      All these men, involved in some retaliation after a shooting around the time we moved in to Warbler Way. A shooting that involved Ray Clarke…

      Mac leaned in toward her. “If this is right, and Eli was involved in whatever John’s talking about, you have a source that Colette doesn’t.”

      Grace realized immediately who he was talking about.

      “Evette,” Grace mumbled.

      Mac nodded.

      “What about her?” Madigan turned before the doorway, staring at Grace.

      “I can’t discuss it with you,” Grace repeated.

      Madigan crossed her arms. “You know, if Martha Hannan was killed for knowing her husband’s secrets, Eli is dead, and John’s worried about his involvement because of Evette—she could be targeted, too. If you need to talk to her, I recommend two things: do it soon, and take me with you.”

      “No.” Grace and Mac said in unison.

      “You don’t have the same connection with her that I do—or, did,” Madigan said. “If you want her to answer questions about something Eli was involved in, you have the best chance of getting answers if I apply some extra pressure.”

      “You have something in mind already, don’t you?” Grace asked.

      Madigan nodded, and Mac glanced from one sister to the other and back again several times before landing on Grace.

      “I’ll give you space to discuss the investigation,” Madigan offered. “I’ll just be there for some finessing.”

      I don’t doubt she could…

      Mac leaned in close to Grace. “Not a good idea.”

      I won’t put her in harm’s way like John has.

      Grace faced Madigan. “I’m going alone. I’m not letting you get any more involved than you already are.”

      Madigan ran fingers through her messy hair, flipping her part to the other side. “If you go alone, and someone’s watching her—or you—it’ll look like a police matter. Part of an investigation. If I come, too, it’s presumably personal.”

      Mac cocked his head to the side and muttered, “she has a point.”

      “No.” Grace shot Mac a cool look. “You’ve already gone to see John. It’s too suspicious.”

      Madigan threw her hands up in the air. “You’ve told me my life could possibly be in danger, I’m telling you I can help, and you want me to stay out of it?”

      “I’m not getting you any more involved in this. You’re not coming.” Grace turned to Mac. “I’m leaving now.” She grabbed her purse and pulled it over her shoulder, yanking her car keys out. “I’ll see you both tonight at Roy’s for drinks with Raven and Melanie.” She strode toward the door.

      “Wait,” Madigan said and Grace stopped beside her. “She might already know her life is in danger, especially after Eli was murdered—but she’s too stubborn to care. She might actually welcome it at this point with her health. You heard the way she coughed, and it’s only gotten worse, I guarantee it.” She rested her hands on her hips before she spoke again. “If you want her to talk, use John. She cares about him, and if she thinks his life is in danger, she might actually try to help someone besides herself for once.”

      “Thanks.” Grace nodded slowly. “Listen, it’s not that I think you can’t handle it.”

      Madigan shrugged and sighed, gripping onto the strap of her bag across her chest with one hand and grabbing her helmet with the other. “I trust your judgement. I just wish I could help.”

      They walked out of the room and Grace waved goodbye to Mac before continuing down the hallway.

      Tarek looked up from his computer as they approached the lab.

      “Anything from the Amherst lab yet?” Grace called.

      He shook his head with a regretful expression.

      As they walked through the front doors to the open reception area, gray clouds rolled in on the other side of the glass walls.

      Grace stopped before the front door. “Thank you for coming to me with this.”

      Madigan pursed her lips and nodded.

      “Get some food, okay? Maybe have a nap or something before tonight.” Grace opened the door for her and Madigan strode out.

      “See you tonight,” she called as they parted. “Good luck with Evette.”

      I’ll need all the help I can get with that woman. Too bad I can’t take you.

      Grace watched as Madigan pulled her helmet on and mounted Drew’s old bike.

      She almost had Mac convinced it was a good idea for me to bring her along.

      Maybe I’ll channel my inner Madigan and see if I can’t do a little finessing myself.
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      Madigan turned right at Maria’s store down the worn path, riding toward an unfamiliar white car parked beside her trailer.

      A woman with short, blonde hair sat on the steps of the Airstream with Buster by her side, laying in the late afternoon shade.

      Madigan took off her helmet and shook out her hair, setting it on her bike beside the car. Buster trotted over to greet her, as usual, his tail wagging ferociously.

      “Hello?” Madigan called to the woman, cupping Buster’s face in her hands.

      The woman stood, turning to face her completely, and Madigan recognized her right away.

      Mom.

      What’s she doing here?

      “Hi, Madigan,” Julia Morris said in a rich, warm tone. “I’m sorry to just show up like this, but after you came to find me a few months ago, I knew I’d have to be the one to come to you this time.”

      She was right. Madigan wouldn’t force anyone to be in her life. Especially someone who denied they had any connection at all like Julia had at the ice cream shop where she and another man took a little girl after her baseball game.

      “I guess you were too busy with one daughter to acknowledge the other one,” Madigan said, the sting of the words biting more than she’d meant them to. “Why are you here?”

      “I’m sorry I did that.” Julia shoved her hands in her pockets, digging into her spot in their unintentional standoff. “I wasn’t expecting you. I wasn’t ready…”

      Madigan shook her head, her chest heaving as she gripped the strap of her bag across her chest. “So, you came to apologize?”

      “I want to apologize, yes. I also want to explain. The little girl you saw with us—she’s my partner’s granddaughter. She’s a beautiful little girl. Just a little older than you were the last time I saw you.”

      “Was that the last time you saw me?” Madigan asked. “Because my first foster home was on Warbler Way in Amherst. I know it wasn’t too far from where you lived, on Post Crescent, across from Vic. Are you sure you never saw me again… even if I didn’t see you?”

      Madigan imagined her birth mother checking in on her now and then, a thought that comforted her, though she hated to admit it.

      “I never saw you again. Not until you showed up out of the blue at the ice cream shop. You know Vic?”

      Madigan nodded once as the sinking feeling weighed on her lungs—the truth she never wanted to believe.

      So that’s it. She left me and didn’t try to see me.

      “You think you know Vic?” She gave Madigan a small, pained smile. “Vic’s only loyal  to himself.”

      After what Julia had experienced with him, being the center of gossip on their street because of their affair, she could understand her feelings were hurt, but in the moment, Madigan couldn’t show the empathy she’d felt when she heard the story.

      “Is that so?” Madigan lifted her brow in shock. “I guess you have more in common with him than I realized, then.”

      Julia tilted her head back, as if Madigan slapped her. “I deserve that.”

      “Am I something else you have in common with him?”

      Julia raised her eyebrow. “Are you asking if he’s your father?”

      Madigan stared at her, unwilling to confirm the question, and unsure of whether she would believe her anyway.

      We’ll have the results soon, and then I’ll know. I don’t want her involved in this.

      “I honestly can’t say.” Julia turned, half facing the foamy waves rolling up the coast. “He could be. If he is, or if you’ve decided to have him in your life, I just want to warn you about something I wish someone told me. That road only leads to heartbreak.”

      “He told me about what happened with you. How he was having an affair with you, and the neighbours found out. He said they were all terrible to you, and you had a breakdown. He felt awful—”

      “I really don’t want to talk about that.” Julia turned a little more toward the coast, but Madigan took a step sideways to see her face. “I’ve been through a lot in this life. I’m sure you have, too. I wanted to tell you I live with pain, and guilt, and shame around giving you up.” She wiped the back of her hand over her cheek and turned further from her daughter. “I was in no position to care for a child. I don’t think I’ve ever been… ever will be…”

      They stood in silence. A breeze blew the long grass at the top of the hill, above the shoreline.

      Madigan saw a suffering woman before her, and though the urge to ease her burden increased by the second, she couldn’t tell her she was forgiven. Not yet. Not when she hadn’t expressed the pain she’d been through because of Julia’s decision. She needed to understand what she was being forgiven for.

      “I’m not going to be in Amherst much longer,” Julia said, turning to face her as the sun dipped behind the clouds, toward the horizon behind her. “I’m going to travel for a little while. I have a hard time staying in one place for too long, and it’s coming up on too long here. Do you ever feel… like you don’t belong anywhere?”

      A lump formed in Madigan’s throat as Julia’s eyes welled with tears again. She nodded. She’d felt that way more often than she’d ever expressed to anyone, through the instability and turbulence of her youth, and the revolving door of those she longed to call ‘family’ coming in and out of her life. The emotion welled up inside her chest, and she opened her mouth, ready to share it with the person who’d propelled it all into motion.

      “I think I’m just trying to find a place to belong,” Julia said, before Madigan got a chance to make a sound.

      Madigan pressed her lips together.

      She realized it would always be about Julia – her earlier chides of selfishness were a bullseye. She couldn’t expect her to understand the pain. That level of empathy was beyond Julia, and might be always. She accepted it for what it was, what it could never be, and what it would always be until she changed.

      Julia cleared her throat and took a few steps toward Madigan. “I don’t always have an address, or a phone number, but I’ve got an email address I wanted to give you.” She took a piece of paper from her pocket and offered it to Madigan.

      Madigan took it, but kept her eyes on Julia. Julia’s face resembled her own so very much.

      She didn’t need an email address.

      She needed a mother.

      “I’m sorry for… for everything.” Julia cleared her throat, staring into Madigan eyes.

      You can’t begin to understand what ‘everything’ encompasses for me, and because of that…

      “I forgive you,” Madigan whispered, her chest heaving, but her eyes dry. “I don’t hate you. I learned to live without you. I hope you can learn to live without the guilt and shame around what you’ve done. I don’t want you to hurt, for whatever it’s worth. I—” She paused, closing her eyes, and waiting for the truth to rise from within. “I wish you well.”

      Julia pressed her lips together and nodded, mouthing a thank you before she bowed her head and walked past Madigan toward her car, keys jingling a few seconds later.

      Madigan didn’t turn around, but when the car started, and she felt the possibility of Julia looking her way, she tucked the little piece of paper into her pocket.

      She came, not knowing what would happen. Instead of just leaving, she came. She knows I have a way to contact her if I need to—I won’t—but maybe, to her, that’s something.

      As the sound of the engine faded, Madigan took her empty hand out of her pocket and wrapped her arms across her chest, watching the last of the sun with Buster by her side.

      Julia and grandma started to raise her, but when her grandma died, Julia couldn’t handle it anymore, due to addiction, and mental health, and only she knew what else.

      Felicity Knox was the closest thing she’d had to a mom, but even that connection proved conditional after her son Drew passed.

      Madigan never thought of Evette as a mom, though if she had, she’d easily be worst of all—far worse than Julia’s abandonment was Evette’s abuse.

      Madigan could forgive Julia and Felicity. Maybe she and Grace could even learn to forgive Evette.

      Madigan dug her cell phone out of her bag and tapped Grace’s name, typing a message out: How’s it going with Evette?
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      Grace dropped her phone, keys, and gun into the bucket at the security desk, and followed a correctional officer to the visitation room. Evette sat at a table in the middle of the room with a plastic tube fitted to her nose, connected to the oxygen tank beside her.

      Her eyes opened wider as Grace strode to her table, leaving the officer behind at the door. She stuck her fingertips into her short, permed gray hair, fussing with it. Most of the curls she had the last time Grace saw her seemed to have gone wavy.

      I bet she never thought she’d see me again. I bet she wishes Madigan were here, too; Madigan’s empathy made her easy to manipulate.

      “Evette.” Grace took a seat across from her. “No ‘hello Gracie?’ Huh. I guess you don’t have to pretend to have a fondness for me anymore, since I put you in here.”

      “No condolences? Huh.” Evette released a small cough, folding her cuffed hands, staring at them. “I guess there’s no remorse for the death of the man you put away.”

      “No, there isn’t, but he’s part of the reason I’m here.”

      Evette looked up at Grace, her cold eyes trying to stare through her.

      She looked at us with those eyes around dinnertime when she was strung out with Eli. She’d act so upset, so put out that we’d hoped for a meal in the first few months we arrived. She’d shuffle to the kitchen, Madigan leading her by the hand, and open the near-empty fridge. Madigan would come up with some odd concoction that we’d make ourselves anyhow, and she’d sit at the kitchen table in the middle of the room with us, staring blankly at it or her hands as we ate. We soon learned to fend for ourselves for meals and most other needs, just as we learned the ways of the people who lived on or visited Warbler Way.

      “Eli was involved in something shortly after Madigan and I came to stay with you. I have reason to believe whatever it was led to his murder.”

      Evette’s lip twitched, and she continued to stare.

      “What do you know about it?” Grace asked.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Evette said, and coughed a few times, struggling to catch her breath again. “There was a lot going on at that time. Our son moved out. Two little girls moved in. I was a busy mother. I don’t think—”

      “This involved Ray Clarke.” Grace folded her hands on the table, mirroring Evette on purpose, hoping to elicit some connection between them.

      Evette released a huff of laughter and caught herself in a coughing fit again until she cleared her throat and regained her breath.

      “What?” Grace asked.

      “It usually did involve Ray.” Evette took a deep breath before continuing. “Eli didn’t always like it, but the work paid the bills, and kept a roof over all our heads.” Grace cringed at the remark. “He made sure we were looked after.”

      “Looked after?”

      Evette licked her lips. “If you worked for Ray, you were protected.”

      “What kind of work did Eli do for Ray?”

      Evette pressed her thin lips together and cast a glance at the officer by the door.

      “He can’t get into any more trouble now,” Grace said. “You might as well tell me.”

      Evette lifted her gaze, her eyes burning into Grace.

      I know Mickey Clarke had to have been working with Conrad Burke. Ray would have been involved, too. The Clarkes were probably the ones running things the whole time.

      “Drugs—we know that.” Grace kept an easy confidence in her tone. “He sold drugs for Ray—”

      “So did you,” Evette hissed.

      Grace raised her brow, shocked that Evette would feel the need to add that in, as if it were an indictment of guilt against the little seven-to-eleven-year-old girl Grace had been when Eli used her and Madigan as mules.

      She all but confirmed it. The Clarkes called the shots.

      “Was that what the shooting was about, around that time?” Grace continued. “Drugs?”

      “Usually was,” Evette huffed, stifling a cough with a grumble and short gasp for her next breath. “Ray didn’t take too kindly to people on his territory, and when they shot up Wild Card, they made a mistake.”

      “So, Ray retaliated,” Grace said. “That’s what these men who are being murdered now all have in common, isn’t it?”

      “Can I have a smoke?”

      “I’m trying to find out why the men involved are dying, Evette. Men and women. Carey Hannan’s wife was also murdered last week, I’m sure you heard. You’ve heard about them all, or if you weren’t paying attention, you did after Eli’s murder. Could you be next?”

      Evette raised her brows and stared down at her hands, quick to hide her shock.

      “I guess there’s nothing for you to worry about if you weren’t involved,” Grace said. “On the other hand, if someone like, say, John, had anything to do with it—maybe he’s next?”

      Evette clenched her jaw and rubbed her fingers against her palms, balling them into fists.

      Madigan was right.

      “We know Ray and Mickey Clarke can get to anyone, even in prison. If you don’t cooperate, what happened to Eli could happen to John, and you know it.” Evette twisted the skin over her fingers, wringing her hands together as Grace spoke. “You’ve already thought about it, haven’t you?”

      “And you, what?” Evette hissed. “You think you can help him?”

      “I think this is your chance to help him.” Grace leaned in. “You’ve been withering away in here, powerless, and maybe ruminating over some regrets in life? Maybe the way you abused and neglected children in your care. Or maybe you still don’t think you did anything wrong. Doesn’t matter to me. You have the power to help John, and if you ever really loved him, you’ll do it. Tell me what you know about this cover up.”

      “Give me a cigarette, and I’ll tell you.”

      Grace left the table and put the request in to the officer. She came back with a pack of cigarettes and a lighter. Evette removed the plastic tubes from her nose and reached for the pack.

      Grace pulled out one cigarette and handed it to her with the lighter.

      “There was an order that came in not long after the shooting at Wild Card.” Evette stuck the cigarette between her lips and flicked the lighter, waving the flame over the end. She sucked in a breath as the tip glowed orange and coughed as she set the lighter down. “Ray had a job for Carey Hannan. Carey and Martha were friends of ours. It was Carey’s job really, but he called over and told Eli it was a two-man job. Said his share would pay the rent for a year. Eli wasn’t going to take it, but I made him.”

      “Why?”

      Evette puffed on the cigarette and coughed some more before answering. “He’d been drinking… he was probably high, too, when the call came in. It was a job for that night. Carey needed him right away, no questions asked. Eli hadn’t worked much around that time after… after Valerie’s death.”

      Murder. You murdered her.

      “I think he was depressed.” She shrugged and ran her fingertip over her lips, then took another puff of the cigarette. “He didn’t want to go, but I made him. We had two little girls to feed and clothe, and the measly cheques from the government for fostering you wasn’t going to cut it.”

      You had two grown adults to keep drunk and high. That’s the real reason.

      Grace took a deep breath, inhaling some of the smoke, reminding her of the time spent trapped in that house. “So, how did you get him to go?”

      “I called John, right in front of him. I told John he needed to do me one last favour. Told him where to meet Carey.”

      She’s such a user. She used John, like she used Eli, and Madigan, and anyone else she could.

      “And that’s when Eli decided to go?”

      Evette nodded. “He wasn’t one to be outdone. He wanted John out of our affairs for good. It was just as well. I didn’t want him tangled up in all that, either. So, Eli went.”

      “What did he do?”

      “I don’t know.” Evette sighed. “I really don’t. I waited up for him. I wanted to make sure whatever the job was got done—that we’d get paid. Things really turned around for us at that point, I think. He was back. I think he felt good—useful for the first time in a while.”

      “He never told you what he did?”

      “No, but he told me everyone involved over a few beers as he unwound. When I heard of those men, and Martha, dropping like flies—I knew. I knew what it was about. Next thing I knew, Eli was dead.” She twisted her mouth as if she’d eaten something sour and swallowed hard, taking a short gasp after. “John didn’t go, but he knew about it.”

      “And anyone who knows about it is being silenced.” Grace thought about Madigan’s visit to see John. “Do you have any idea why? Why now?”

      “Someone must be close to the truth of what happened that night.” Evette studied Grace. “And when you came in here, I thought maybe, just maybe, that could have been you.” She wheezed out a laugh. “Guess not, huh? Guess your fancy badge and all your experience can’t make up for the street smarts. You never had those..”

      She thinks her digs hurt me—as if I’ve ever cared what she thought.

      Grace stared at her with a stoic expression. “The same street smarts that landed you, Eli, and John in prison? I’m glad those lessons didn’t take.” She tapped the table in front of her and stood, swiping up the pack of cigarettes and lighter.

      Evette’s eyes opened wide and she started a coughing fit as Grace stepped away from the table.

      “I helped you,” Evette choked out between her gasps. “Now, help him.”

      John.

      Grace nodded once and strode from the room. Evette’s coughs echoed down the hallway, following her to the front desk where she gathered her belongings.

      She opened a new message on her phone from Madigan that had been sent just after she’d arrived.

      How’s it going with Evette?

      Grace took a deep sigh and typed back, Still alive. Send cake.

      She had one place to visit before returning to Amherst, and it couldn’t wait until she had the chance to talk out the information with Mac, or let her own theories run wild.

      She texted Madigan once more.

      See you at Roy’s. I’ll be a little late.
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      Madigan wandered into the crowded bar, scanning groups of patrons all the way back to the beautiful wooden bar-top she used to tend. That’s where Roy caught her eye, a long time ago.

      “Knox!” He called, waving her over.

      As she slipped between groups, Cindy waved from beside Roy. She was perched on one of the stools. Madigan reached her and gave her a warm hug before rounding the bar and wrapping her arms around Roy’s large frame.

      “There she is,” Cindy laughed. “We haven’t seen you around in a while. How’ve you been?”

      “Can’t complain,” Madigan said, pulling away from Roy. The way they looked at her made her question if exhaustion was written all over her face. “How are you two?”

      “Well,” Cindy said, exchanging a bright grin with Roy. “Roy’s managed to fill up the swear jar enough that we’re booking a vacation to Hawaii this Christmas.”

      “Really?” Madigan asked.

      “Yep, two weeks.” Roy winked at Cindy. “Tolerating my cussing’s finally paid off, wouldn’t you say, darlin’?”

      “I have to admit,” Cindy laughed, “it has!”

      “I’m really happy for you guys.” Madigan tapped the bar and rounded it again until she stood next to Cindy. “Have you seen Grace here yet?”

      Madigan got her text that she’d be late, but she couldn’t help but check.

      If I could just talk to her about today—her meeting with Evette and mine with Julia—I’d feel some comfort in a way only Grace can provide.

      If Julia’s visit did anything, it freed my mind of worry for John, if only briefly.

      “No, haven’t seen Grace, but her fella’s here.” Cindy nodded to Mac, talking with Raven just outside the doors to the wraparound deck off the side of the bar. The view of the coast beyond, always breathtaking, disappeared with the last of the light in the sky.

      Melanie stood just a few feet away from them, watching a game of pool.

      They must be talking shop. Maybe this is my chance to see about creating some sort of normalcy with Melanie. A fresh start.

      “Thanks guys.” Madigan waved at them as she gravitated toward Melanie.

      “No drink?” Roy asked.

      “I’m sure I’ll be back for one,” Madigan called, and dipped through the crowd.

      She stopped where she’d last seen Melanie, realizing she’d begun a game of darts with a man, and instead of interrupting, she doubled back toward the deck.

      Bits of Raven’s voice reached Madigan as she approached. “…visual signs of struggle… to determine… no restraints…”

      “It tells me if they saw the perp coming… didn’t have long before they were shot,” Mac’s voice carried over the loud music more than Raven’s. “No signs of forced entry… could have let him in… not long enough to pour drinks, or not friendly enough to have them offered… No extra glasses were found.”

      Madigan slowed down, just before the doors, and lingered just out of sight.

      “… no results yet,” Raven said.

      “Grace might have a lead,” Mac said. “I haven’t heard from her… she let me know she’d be late.”

      “I’m sure she’s working hard,” Raven said.

      “Hardest worker I know,” Mac said.

      A hand rested on Madigan’s shoulder, startling her. She turned around, eager to face Grace.

      “Hey,” Melanie said. “You’re not eavesdropping, are you?”

      Madigan stared at her, wondering if Melanie would judge her – or worse, tell on her.

      “Hey.” Raven walked toward them with Mac close behind her. “You two found each other.”

      Madigan and Melanie exchanged an awkward glance, and Madigan waited to be ratted out.

      Melanie took Raven’s hand. “We were just about to interrupt you two, weren’t we Madigan?”

      Madigan’s cheeks flushed, and she nodded with vigor.

      “Should we get a spot?” Mac asked.

      Melanie and Raven led the way around the bar to an empty booth. They scooted into the booth on one side, and Mac stepped back, allowing Madigan space to get in.

      She hesitated. “Hey, I just wanted to apologize again for the fair.” She leaned in closer to be heard over the music and surrounding crowds of laughter and loud talking. “I feel terrible about it.”

      Mac waved her off. “You don’t need to apologize again. It was an accident.”

      Madigan nodded. “It was, but—”

      “Listen, between me and you, one time Kenzie was over at my place and I thought I lost her. We were watching a movie together in the living room in this little fort I’d made for us. I went to the kitchen to get us popsicles—two seconds to grab them from the freezer—I come back, she’s gone. I checked all over the apartment, calling her name, praying she was just playing a trick on me. I got scared she’d opened the door and left.” His shook his head, his anxious expression melting into a smirk. “But, she’d crawled further into the fort and fallen asleep. Sometimes, even our best seems to fall short, but I want you to know, I know you did your best. That’s all we can ask for. No more apologies. Why don’t you have a drink yet?” Mac nodded toward the bar before sliding into the booth beside Melanie. “Get yourself one and get back here so we can start the night off on the right foot.”

      The last of her guilt drained away with the last of his words.

      “Thank you,” she mouthed to him, and turned to the others, calling, “Anyone need anything?”

      They all shook their heads, and as Madigan spun around, she came face to face with Jack. He held a glass of dark liquid and ice in each hand.

      “Hi,” he said in his gravelly, low tone.

      “Hi,” she said, grinning.

      He leaned down to kiss her gently before handing her one of the glasses.

      “Rum and coke,” he said. “Thought I’d have one myself, too. See what all the fuss is about.” He winked at her and they sipped their drinks in the easy silence as the beverage cooled her down. “How was your day?”

      So much happened, and nothing good. If I get into any of it with him, I won’t think of anything other than John and what he’s going through. I’ll worry about Grace, and her meeting with Evette, and whatever’s holding her up—

      “Hey.” Jack’s fingers found a loose strand of hair around Madigan’s face, and he tucked it behind her ear, caressing it softly. “We don’t have to talk about it now. Later?”

      She sighed with relief. “Thank you.”

      He nodded with a straight face. “My place or yours tonight?”

      “Mine. Buster would miss me too much.” She forced a smile and took another sip.

      His hand fell away from behind her ear. “Buster’s always welcome at my place, too, you know.”

      “I know.” She tapped his chest before they stepped up to the booth.

      “Hey all!” Jack called.

      They all said their hellos and Madigan shuffled into the booth, closer to Mac. Jack stood with his drink, an odd expression on his face.

      “Jack?” she called to him, but he wasn’t paying attention to them.

      His gaze remained on the ceiling until the chorus of a song began to play.

      “I love this song!” he called to them, turning to Madigan and setting his drink on the table. “Come dance with me.”

      “Oh.” Madigan shook her head, holding her hands up. “I’m not really in a dancing mood tonight.”

      “Oh, come on.” Jack extended his hand out toward her. “Please?”

      She stared at him apprehensively until Raven and Melanie scooted out of the booth.

      “We’re going!” Raven called to Madigan.

      “Come on,” Melanie laughed, reaching out for Madigan, but Raven pulled her away quickly and they disappeared through the crowd.

      “You don’t even have to dance. Just let me lead.” Jack held his hand out to her, steady and determined.

      Madigan broke eye contact with him and turned to Mac. “I don’t want to leave you on your own.”

      “I’m good.” Mac laughed, and nodded toward Jack, leaning in toward her. “Today’s been a rough one for you. Have some fun.  I’ll be here in case Grace shows up.”

      You don’t even know how rough.

      He nudged her arm gently with his elbow and she leered at him with a hint of a grin.

      He has a point.

      She returned to Jack, took his hand, and slid out of the booth. He led her toward the group of people dancing in front of the bar and placed the hand he held on his chest, grabbing her other, and holding his warm hand to her waist as they swayed to the music.

      “There we go.” Jack laughed, and pulled her closer, his arm about her waist. He leaned down by her ear. “Thanks for humoring me.”

      Madigan sighed, swaying to the music, letting him twirl her a few times. She laughed as he reeled her back in.

      The crowd moved all around them, becoming a blur as Madigan focused on Jack, his amazing smile, and the way she felt in his arms. As she stared into his eyes, she realized how much she missed dancing altogether, and how special it could feel with someone who meant something.

      He bent down closer as they swayed to the beat, and sang the chorus in her ear. She laughed, pulling away slightly, but he held her close, laughing as he continued to sing his interpretation of the lyrics.

      No one makes me feel this way. No one ever has. I don’t think anyone else ever could.

      As he pulled away, belting out his rendition, she took his face in her hands and pulled him toward her, kissing him passionately. He kissed back with vigor, smiling as he pulled away, opening his eyes only as her hands left his face. His remained on her hips.

      “Jack?” she said, leaning in close, his pine-scented cologne overwhelming her senses.

      “I love you,” he said, smiling down into her eyes, squeezing her waist as his smile faded. “I love you, Mad. Will you let me love you?”

      It was the question he’d asked when they’d finally gotten together, outside her Airstream, and she realized she hadn’t done a good job of letting him care for her since.

      But it’s all I’ve really wanted—and now—I can have it.

      “I love you, too.” She sighed and kissed him again, pushing around to lean in his ear. “Yes. I will.” She pulled back and stared into his eyes.

      Instead of the bright expression she expected, he looked at her with a straight face and his Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat. “I’ll never let you down.”

      I know that, so why haven’t I let him in? Why haven’t I let him care for me like he wants to? I could lose one of the best things to ever happen to me if I don’t.

      “I know,” she mouthed, and he leaned in to kiss her again, but she pressed her hand against his chest stopping him. “I’m sorry.”

      He shook his head. “You’re safe with me.”

      The warmth from the statement remained with her as they kissed until long after the song was over.
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      Grace drove down the busy streets of Amherst while on hold with Amherst P.D. as they patched her through to Sergeant Colette.

      If I get his voicemail, I’ll leave a message, but I’m still going to the department to see if he’s there. I need to find him tonight—I need in on the investigation.

      Greer would be interested in the information, but he doesn’t have the pull to bring me on the case. If he did, he would have.

      “Sheppard,” Colette’s deep, gruff voice came over the line, filling her car through her Bluetooth speaker. “If this is about the case, you’re wasting our time.”

      “And why is that?” she asked.

      “Amherst isn’t your jurisdiction anymore. Focus on your own unsolved murders.”

      She wanted to shoot back that his was still unsolved, too. For too long, she’d dealt with his judgement, criticism, and stone-walling. A quick, petty retort would get her nowhere, and she wouldn’t stoop to it.

      “I am focused on them, and I’ve come into some information that connects my case to yours. That’s why I’m calling.”

      “Then like I said, you’ve wasted our time—”

      “Matthew Haines, Carey Hannan, Robert Conrad, Harvey Booth, George Day, Eli Thornberry, Beau Wilson. I know what they all have in common. There’s a connection, and I think we can help each other.”

      A phone rang in the background.

      Colette cleared his throat. “I don’t know what you think you know—”

      “And you won’t until you hear me out. I’m five minutes away from the department.”

      “I’m leaving right now,” his gruff voice snarled, reluctantly. “Meet me at Coffee Cups. We’ll talk there.”

      He disconnected the call and she changed lanes before the upcoming light, signaling right. Before long, she was on the street leading to Coffee Cups, an old favourite diner of the officers in Amherst. She’d been there many times with Greer and other officers, but not since her undercover stint.

      When she entered, filing into the harsh, fluorescent glow of the shop, no bell on the door rang to greet her. The man behind the counter didn’t acknowledge her like Terry had begun to. The whole place was cold; the patrons keeping to themselves, disconnected from each other.

      She slid into a booth by the front counter and waited. Even with her source it was unlikely to hope Colette would include her, but she had to try.

      He strode in minutes later, holding a light, black jacket over his arm and nodded to the man behind the counter before fixing his eyes on Grace.

      He’s willing to hear me out. He must need help. His weakness is that he won’t ask for it—certainly not from me. I’ll have to make it seem like his idea.

      Colette sat across from her and shoved his coat beside him. Grace waited for him to speak, but his stoic gaze remained.

      “For a time, as you know, I was in the foster system and assigned to live with Eli and Evette Thornberry. During that time, Eli was involved in a job,” she lowered her voice, “The same job the other men I listed were involved in. A job ordered by Ray Clarke.”

      Colette shook his head and licked his lips, leaning in. “What was the job? How do you know who ordered it?” he asked in a matching tone.

      I can’t say I don’t know. He wants answers. He’ll find out how I got them, one way or another.

      “After Eli’s murder, I went to visit Evette.” I won’t mention that John Talbot was the real motivation, through Madigan. I won’t get her involved. “She told me she was concerned for John Talbot, her adopted son, due to his possible involvement in the same job these vics on our cases were tied to. She told me the orders came from Ray Clarke.”

      Colette ran his hand over his mouth and rubbed the back of his neck. “This was just now?”

      She nodded.

      “She’s scared, isn’t she? Evette.”

      Grace folded her hands in front of her. “From the pattern, it sounds like she has reason to be.”

      He leaned in further. “John Talbot contacted the department claiming he had information on this job. I met with him today. He was scared, too. Paranoid.”

      “Did he tell you the same names?” she asked, knowing the answer.

      He pressed his lips together and scanned the diner around them. A man brought two mugs and a coffee pot over, filling a mug each. Colette grabbed the handle of his, avoiding eye contact with Grace until they were alone again.

      “I’ve been working on this case for almost twenty years,” he said, locking eyes with her. “Nothing’s ever been confirmed regarding the job, or who ordered what, but we all know who pulls the strings in this city. If we ever had anything concrete to put him away for, we would’ve by now. Maybe this won’t reach all the way back up to him, but the crimes these men were involved in, the people they hurt—the families they left in their wake—they have to be held accountable.”

      “What was the job?” Grace asked.

      He shook his head. “You came across this information purely on personal ties. You come on a case and things get messy—people die—”

      The words would have stung even a year earlier, but she knew better now. She couldn’t blame herself for the accidental deaths during her career.

      “I’ve done my best to protect people in my time. I’ve brought criminals to justice, and yes, people have died—innocent people.” A flashback of the shootout that killed Leah played in her mind until she blinked it away. “But that’s the job—and I do a good job.”

      “I can’t have personal conflict ruining everything I’ve worked for. You came into this information, happened into it, and this is where it ends.” He jabbed his finger against the table.

      She shook her head. “It doesn’t end until the people who did this are held accountable. I know the Hannans are connected to your case. Denying that connection now does nothing for the investigation. I came into this information, yes, and there could be more—I may find out more—but we need to be on the same page.” He needs to think it’s his idea. “I need your help.”

      He smoothed his hands over his chin. His chest heaved as his eyes narrowed at her.

      “What was the job?” she asked.

      “Have you heard of the multiple murder-suicides in Amherst twenty years ago? It all started with a shooting at Wild Card. Ray owned the bar at that time, but like you know from your time undercover, it was a front for their drug business. The shooting at Wild Card was from a new gang, looking to operate on Ray’s turf. Three men came in and took the lives of fifteen people, thirteen patrons, and Clarke’s bar manager and right-hand man. The job he hired those men to do happened months later; he hired them to kill the three men involved in the shooting. I think it must have taken weeks to discover their identities, and then they were ordered to go to their houses and kill their families first, and then make it look like after they killed their loved ones, they turned guns on themselves. That’s what the case was initially thought to be, and it was closed, but I’ve always suspected there was more at play. No evidence remained. There were no signs of intrusion—”

      “Like our cases.”

      He ran his tongue over his teeth. “Except now, they aren’t trying to cover up the murders. They’re in a rush to hide the evidence.”

      “They… Ray Clarke?”

      “Listen very carefully.” He took another sip of coffee and leaned in closer. “You watch who you say his name to. You make sure any information you find comes to me first before anyone at Tall Pines or Amherst, on the Hannans or anyone related to this case. You don’t ask anyone any questions without my say so. You don’t make a move without my knowledge.”

      He’s bringing me in. He’s actually going to give me access.

      “I understand.”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know if you do. I don’t know if you’ve changed since the undercover op. I know you’ve gone rogue since then. I know you turn up in all the places you shouldn’t, doing everything I ask you not to, and I don’t know if this time will be any different.”

      Her heart raced, eager to get her hands on the information, but his statement left her wondering.

      She frowned and asked the question she knew she shouldn’t risk asking – she couldn’t help herself. “Then why are you including me?”

      He pressed his lips together, glancing down at his coffee before looking back up at her. “I retire this fall. This is my last chance to close the case. I say you’re everywhere you shouldn’t be, but you have a knack for digging up information…” he shook his head and lifted his hand, palm up, waving it toward her. “Even now. I’ve been working this case for twenty years, and you come here with these names—some of which I only discovered today.”

      “How?” Grace asked.

      “John Talbot.”

      “You trust him?” she asked.

      “I’m guessing about as much as you trust Evette.” He sipped his coffee. “I’ve got my team tracking the last two names left alive.”

      “Two?”

      “Matthew Haines, Robert Conrad, Carey Hannan, and Eli Thornberry all died last week, as you know. Harvey Booth died of cancer seven years ago. Now we know Talbot knows more, and that could get him killed. Evette, too, just like Martha Hannan. But there are only two men left alive that were a direct part of that coverup. George Day and Beau Wilson. We knew about George Day, but Wilson… I don’t know how he fits in.”

      “Well, there were three men to kill and six men in on the job. Two for each, right?”

      Colette nodded, and she could tell by the look in his eyes it wasn’t a new theory. “But who worked with who? Who killed which man? We can’t prove anything until we have witness statements, proof. Did Evette say the order came directly from Ray Clarke?”

      Grace shook her head as Colette’s cell phone rang. “She said Carey Hannan asked, specifically.”

      “Didn’t think so. Not direct.” He grabbed the phone and stared at the screen. “They’re too smart for that. Always have been.” He pressed the phone to his ear. “Go.”

      Grace studied his expression as his eyes opened wide and he moved to stand, shuffling out of the booth. “I’m coming now. Send me what you have on the way.” He ended the call and grabbed his jacket, swearing under his breath.

      “What happened?” Grace asked, standing and shuffling from the booth, following him toward the door.

      He stopped outside the door and pulled his jacket on.

      “We’ve got another body,” he said. “Greer’s already there. I know you two had a little rendezvous, and you have your history, and he even had the balls to ask me to send you a copy of our files, so I know how close you are, but the same goes for him as everyone else. You come into information? You tell me first. You have a single, solitary thought in your mind to ask a question, you ask me first.”

      Grace stared at him, waiting for the name of the vic.

      Was it Wilson or Day?

      Evette?

      John?

      Her heart raced as he stared at her.

      “Who’s the vic?” she asked.
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      Music played, patrons danced, and Madigan, Raven, Melanie, and Mac finished full belly laughs. Tears ran down Raven’s face as Jack recounted the struggle he’d faced the day he rescued a large cat from a tree.

      “His eyes,” Jack said through laughter, “they said, ‘try that again and see what happens.’”

      Raven wiped away her tears, shaking her head. “Every day’s different at the fire department, huh?”

      Jack shook his head. “Could be anything from as simple as rescuing a cat, although now you know it’s not quite easy to…” He slowed his words, staring at Raven.

      They all remembered the fire at Raven’s house—the same one that kept Raven and Jack, along with a few of his co-workers, in the hospital in serious condition for a long while.

      Madigan laced her arm through Jack’s and pulled him close, smiling at him. “It’s an unpredictable career, but he’s always prepared.” She smiled into his eyes and he grinned.

      Melanie lifted her glass. “We’re all thankful for that!”

      “Here, here,” Mac said, lifting his beer bottle.

      “To Jack,” Raven said in a light tone, though lilted in the memory of the fire. They all clinked their glasses together.

      “To Jack!” Madigan squeezed him tightly, and pushed her glass of rum and coke toward the others. “Cheers!”

      As they drank, something vibrated in Madigan’s bag at her side.

      Maybe it’s Grace, finally.

      She dug it out and felt Mac’s eyes on her as she checked the screen. “Unknown number,” she mouthed, scooting out of the booth. “Be right back.”

      Jack nodded with a brief look of confusion.

      She rushed out the side door to the wrap around deck, answering the call and pressing the phone to her ear to hear through the crowd. “Hello?”

      She stepped toward the railing, away from the others, waiting for a voice.

      “Hello?” she repeated.

      “Madigan, it’s me.” John. “I don’t have long. I’m not supposed to be calling you or anyone, but I did it. I gave the detective the names. I told him what I know, and it was enough.” His tone was quickened, yet held a brightness she’d never heard from him. Hope. “I’m being transferred somewhere safe tomorrow afternoon. Lower security. We can’t talk until this is all over, but I wanted to let you know I’m safe, and I’m sorry, but you won’t have a way of contacting me. Probably for the best.”

      “Oh—okay, wow.” She tucked her hair behind her ears, beaming with gratitude. “I’m so glad everything’s working out.”

      “So far, so good. Listen, I shouldn’t have had you come and visit me. I was desperate, and I wanted the truth out there. I shouldn’t have risked your safety for that. Maybe… maybe this should be goodbye.”

      Madigan frowned. “John, you never meant to hurt me—ever.”

      “I’ve been reckless. Setting you up with dangerous people. Pulling you into messes you don’t belong anywhere near—”

      “I don’t blame you. I never have.” Grace does, that’s a fact, but not me. I see him differently. Maybe I’m naïve, but if we can’t speak again for a while, he needs to know. “I know you’d never want to hurt me.”

      “Well, good, because that’s why I’m suggesting this. That this is the end of the road for us. You have to stay out of this, no matter what. Can you promise me something? One last favour?”

      Waves crashed up against the shoreline below, foaming in the darkness against the rocks.

      “I can try,” she said.

      It’s what they’d done for each other, however ill-fated of a pattern it had become.

      “Promise if you find anything—make any discoveries—you’ll take it to Grace. Or if you feel like you’re being watched, you’ll tell Grace right away. She’ll know what to do.”

      It was the same thing he’d told her about the names.

      “I’m not looking into anything, John. I already promised Grace, and I can promise you, too.”

      “Yeah…” a pause lingered. “But I know how you are. I know once you come across something, you have this need to follow through.”

      Madigan smirked.

      I guess he knows me pretty well.

      “Okay,” she sighed, “fine, yes, but that’s not what’s happening this time. I’ve been distracted. I’ve been having these dreams… nightmares…”

      “About?”

      She took a deep breath, knowing if she described the dreams to John, he’d understand their basis in reality more than anyone except Grace could. If she told him the details, she’d have told him more than she’d confided in Jack.

      The longing to feel understood won out as she began to tell him. “The house on Warbler Way. The things that happened at night…”

      “Like your memory about me. Valerie.”

      “Yes.”

      “That was a real memory, Madigan. Do you think that’s what these could be?”

      “Yes, but I can’t make sense of them. I’m so afraid in the dreams…”

      “What happens?”

      “You’re… dragging Valerie’s body down the hallway, and then, it’s like the scene changes, like it’s a different night, maybe. Eli and Evette are arguing in the kitchen. She says he’s putting the whole family in danger. Then the scene changes again, and it’s just Eli, in the kitchen, and there’s a banging. It scares me… scared me… when I was little.”

      “It’s a memory. I think I know what he was doing in the kitchen—” a knocking came from the background. “I have to go,” he whispered. “Hold on,” he called.

      “What was he doing in the kitchen?” she whispered, too.

      “He had a place he put things—a safe place for when he needed them.” More banging echoed in the background. “I have to go,” he hissed.

      “John, I don’t want this to be it for us. When whatever’s happening is over, I’ll find out where you are, and I’ll come and see you.”

      “It might never be safe. You have to stay away from me, Madigan. You’re building a new life. Our past is never behind us, but you have this future to build and look forward to, and you can’t do that if I’m around—a reminder of what you’ve been through—a danger to your future.”

      “I don’t see it like that. Please. At least let me call you?”

      “Why?” he huffed. “Why do you care if I’m in your life? I’ve just brought you pain. You still dream about it. I’ve literally given you nightmares, Madigan.”

      “We came from the same place, and you were willing to risk your life to get the truth out there—”

      “I was just trying to save my life, at your expense—”

      “That’s not true. If something happened to you, you wanted the truth to be known. You’re a good person. You want justice for others more than yourself, and so do I. We understand each other, not just because of what we’ve been through, but who we are.”

      A long pause lingered and she took the phone from her ear to make sure he hadn’t hung up. As she did it, a hand rested on the small of her back. She turned to Jack, his easy expression fading as he read hers.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      She nodded and pressed the phone to her ear.

      “If we see each other again… that’s how you’ll know it’s safe,” John whispered. “I won’t put you in danger— Hold on!” he called, and returned with a hushed tone. “I hope I see you again.”

      The call ended and Madigan let the cell phone drop away from her ear with an uncomfortable, unfinished void lingering within.

      “What’s happening?” Jack put his warm hands on her chilly arms, searching her expression for answers he seemed unsure she’d provide.

      “That was John Talbot. He was calling to tell me he’s okay, but it was also kind of a goodbye… It’s not really about him. He just thinks I’ll be better off without him anywhere near my life. Grace would agree with him.”

      And I’ve been dreaming about Eli hiding something?

      “I’m sorry, I can tell you’re conflicted about it. I understand . I also understand why they’d think it’s best he isn’t part of your life.” Jack let his hands fall from her arms and crossed them. “She’s still not here—Grace.”

      “I’m going to message her. Then can we go back to my place?”

      He nodded and brought her into a hug. “You can talk more about this there, if you want, but you don’t have to. I’m here for you, regardless.”

      She nodded in his embrace, sinking into it as the cool evening breeze swirled around them.

      That’s all I need right now.
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      An officer lifted police tape in front of the apartment building as Colette approached. Grace held her badge up for them and Colette nodded her under the tape, into the lobby. He pushed the button for the elevator as an officer approached from the stairwell.

      “Sarge, their security cameras don’t work. Never have.”

      “Of course.” Colette huffed a sigh, shaking his head as the elevator doors dinged open. They walked in. As the doors closed, he called to the officer, “Greer here yet?”

      “Already up there, Sarge.”

      The doors closed and Colette continued to face them as he spoke and the elevator hummed to life. “Vaughn Haines was Matthew Haines’ younger brother. Call came in from his girlfriend, Rachel. She found him in the apartment.”

      The doors opened on the fifth floor and they walked down the hallway to the open door, past an officer on guard. He nodded to Colette and Grace felt his eyes on her as she passed into an apartment that couldn’t be more than a thousand square feet. Two other men were inside.

      “Sarge.” Greer stood beside the body of the man Grace assumed was Vaughn Haines, sitting at the kitchen dining area beyond the living room. He was slumped over in the wooden kitchen chair, not unlike Carey Hannan’s crime scene.

      She stopped as the bullet hole in the middle of his forehead came into view and Colette met Greer on the linoleum dining floor.

      Greer frowned at the sight of her and Grace raised her brows, pride swelling inside her that she’d been able to do what even he couldn’t—get herself on the case.

      “Get the guys to leave until the M.E. arrives.” Colette said. “I don’t need any more prints in here.”

      Greer nodded and walked past Grace, squeezing her arm softly, then called for the other officers to follow him.

      Colette walked to the other side of the table across from Vaughn Haines and studied him.

      Grace’s cell phone rang at her side. She took it out and checked the screen.

      Mac. Roy’s. I forgot.

      “Something more important than this?” Colette asked.

      She stuffed the cell phone back in her pocket and turned to the vic. “He wasn’t one of the names mentioned by John or Evette.”

      “Neither was Martha Hannan.” He pinched his thin lips. “They’re taking care of anyone who might know anything about what they’ve done.”

      “They or he?”

      Colette shot her a look as the last of the officers cleared out. “It’s one man who’s done all of them, and that man isn’t at the top. He’s taking orders. We catch this guy, maybe we catch the Clarkes. It’s the best thing we’ve got right now. They won’t find any DNA here. The guy’s not sloppy.” He shook his head and grunted. “He’s not stupid and he’s almost done. Two more to go.” His cell phone rang and he answered, his voice raised. “What now?”

      Grace walked back through the living room, inspecting the area, but she knew Colette was right. They wouldn’t find any slip-ups. They’d try all the same, but while she had access to crime scenes in his jurisdiction, she wanted to focus on the tangible.

      She scanned the framed photos in Vaughn’s living room and recognized his brother, Matthew, in one family photo with an older man and woman, likely parents. Their arms were all wrapped over the shoulders and hips of each other—intertwined.

      Matthew and Vaughn appeared close. Close enough for Ray and Mickey to believe John knew enough to hurt him, too.

      John Talbot was certainly close enough at the time, and if word gets out that he worked with the police, he wouldn’t be safe, no matter where they put him.

      Madigan and I were seven or eight when it happened—just babies—but I can’t stop worrying about Madigan since she went to see John. Why did she have to do it? Are they watching her, too?

      “They found George Day,” Colette said from the other room.

      Grace swiveled around, staring at his face in the shadows as he entered the living room.

      She waited for him to say he was dead. That’s the way the case seemed to be going, with the Clarkes a constant step ahead.

      “We’ve got Day in custody now. I’ll be questioning him tomorrow.”

      “I’ll be there.”

      He shook his head with pursed lips.

      “I think the only reason we’re behind is because we didn’t have the information we do now.” Grace approached him in the dining area. “I want to stay on the same page to be as much of a help to you as possible, but I need to know—”

      “I’m going to be on Day. I need you questioning the vic’s family and friends. Anyone who knew Matthew and Vaughn. I want to know when they last spoke in person together. I want to know what their relationship was like. I want to know if Vaughn suspected anything after his brother’s murder he didn’t report to us. I need to know everything, Sheppard. Can I count on you?”

      As she nodded, her cell phone rang again, and she left in in her pocket, maintaining eye contact with him. “Yes, I’ll get us everything there is to know.”

      He pursed his lips, studying her, and then turned his attention to the vic. “You answer that. I’m going to meet the M.E.” He rubbed his hands together, stalking past her. “And go over the same damn drill,” he mumbled, headed for the door, turning to call over his shoulder. “Meet me out front in ten.”

      “Will do.” Grace pulled her cell phone from her pocket and answered softly, walking back toward the kitchen and Vaughn’s body. “Hey.”

      Pub music played in the background, and she imagined Mac out on the deck in the late evening air, waiting for her by himself.

      “Hey, I’ve been trying to get a hold of you—”

      “I know, I’m sorry. I was late, working in the city.”

      “Well, no point in coming now.” Disappointment hung in his voice. “Madigan and Jack left, and Raven and Melanie are on their way out.”

      “Okay. I’m sorry.”

      “Is everything okay?” he asked.

      “Yeah, everything’s fine.” And it was. More than fine, in some ways, and worse in others.

      “Well.” He sighed. “How did it go with Evette?”

      Suddenly, an odd feeling of secrecy fell over her. She shared everything about the Hannan case with Mac, and they’d collaborated on everything they knew about Colette’s cases, but now that she was in officially, she’d promised confidentiality.

      “Fine.” Grace took a few steps toward the vic, stopping a few feet before the congealed puddle of brown blood on the kitchen floor.

      “Just fine? Did you find out anything—”

      “I can’t really talk right now.”

      “Okay, well, should I come to your place? We could talk then. I’m sure you need a hot shower, and I wouldn’t mind—”

      “Actually, I won’t be back for at least an hour, maybe more. I’ll see you tomorrow, though?”

      “Oh.” The further disappointment in his voice hurt her.

      She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, pushing hair from her face.

      “Grace?” he asked.

      She wanted to explain further, but there wasn’t time, and she wasn’t sure what she’d actually tell him anyway.

      “Talk to you then,” she said, opening her eyes, and turning toward the door.

      Colette stood just outside it, looking up from the floor at her.

      She stopped, stunned, wondering how long he’d been there, and what he’d heard.

      He gave her a quick nod to follow him, and she did. They walked through the hallway to the stairs and took the flights down to the main floor. He stopped just before the door to the lobby and turned to her.

      “You’re going to start working my case tomorrow, and I need to know everything you do you’ll run by me first. You don’t talk to anyone else about the case, not your officers, not mine.”

      “I understand.”

      I proved it to you just now. You were testing me, weren’t you? Trying to catch me slipping up? Looking for a reason to kick me off already?

      “This is a chance for the both of us here,” his voice cast a dull echo into the stairwell. “Understand?”

      Whether he meant a chance for redemption in his eyes or a crack at returning to Amherst territory, she wasn’t sure, but she didn’t care. She fished for neither outcome. “I want to solve this case. I want to put away the people responsible for this. I want the streets of Amherst and Tall Pines to be safer places for not having these lowlife criminals on a power-trip, doing whatever they want while innocent people die. That’s the chance you’re giving me, to help you do that. You’re giving me a fair chance at solving this—our case. That’s the only chance I care about.”

      He looked her up and down, clenching his jaw, and she thought she saw him nod once before pushing through the stairwell doors into the lobby.

      “Make a list tonight,” he called over his shoulder. “The key people you’re going to see tomorrow. Send it to me. I want to hear from you by end of day—whatever you get—we need it.”

      He pushed out the front doors as a camera crew rushed up to him.

      On her drive back to Tall Pines Police Department, she considered the different categories of people to contact. Family, friends, co-workers, and the girlfriend who found him. She imagined the Venn diagram overlap of those who knew both Haines brothers would be snug. Getting them to comment on the events leading up to their murders was another matter entirely.

      I’ll bring Mac with me to question them, but I won’t let him know details. I’ll play by Colette’s rules for this one. If it means I solve my case and send the Clarkes away for everything I know they’ve done—and that which I don’t know about—it’ll be worth it.

      The thought gave her chills as she crossed the bridge over Bones Bay, knowing it would only be a matter of hours before she’d travel back to Amherst with a need to work in the city. She never thought she’d be back.

      What would the demoted Grace who retreated to Tall Pines think of herself now?

      She clutched the steering wheel, pride swelling in her chest.

      That I can do whatever I put my mind to—and then some. I wish I’d known that back then.

      Better late than never.
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      Madigan’s little hand reached out for the corner of the wall in the long dark hallway.

      John dragged Valerie’s body out the door through a blur of Madigan’s tears.

      This is the part I hate—knowing it’s a memory makes it worse.

      She peered around the corner, into the kitchen, as Evette and Eli shouted at each other.

      Their figures appeared clouded and older than they would have been at that age, but she could make them out in the dream for the first time.

      “You’ll cost us everything,” Evette hissed, pacing in front of the kitchen table. Eli sat beneath the knock-off Tiffany light hanging overhead. It cast sickly green shadows on his face. He tossed his beer can on the floor, crunched it beneath his boot, and burped.

      Evette stopped before him, her thin hands on her hips. “You disgust me.”

      Eli extended his hand and slapped her across the face. He hadn’t even bothered to stand. His dark eyes bore into her as the whipcrack sound filled the air.

      Madigan gasped and pulled away, pushing her back against the cold wall, shivering in the dark hallway, frozen in place.

      “You’re going to get us killed,” Evette said plainly, as if she hadn’t been slapped. “You have to go. Go, now!” Evette’s voice rang through the house.

      Madigan feared Grace would wake up and come downstairs, getting caught in the horrors Madigan was lost in.

      In the main floor’s shadowy recesses, the banging began. Heavy banging, interrupted by Eli swearing, talking to himself.

      Madigan held her breath and peeked around the corner.

      “This is what you get,” Eli grumbled, but she couldn’t see him. “If you think I’m some lackey.”

      Bang. Bang.

      She caught a motion behind the kitchen table.

      “This’ll teach ‘em. This.” Bang. “Will.” Bang. “Do.” Bang. “The.” Bang. “Trick.”

      Bang, bang, bang.

      Eli lifted his head, hammer in hand, sneering at her with the same dark stare that fell over him before he’d beat them. She recognized the look—knew what came next.

      Phantom pain seared through her body as she braced for impact.

      Gasping, Madigan shot up to a seated position in bed, blinking through the darkness of the home she recognized. She panted, trying to catch her breath, focusing on objects around the room to still her heart. Stars shone out the open window beside her and the night air swept in as a welcome respite for her deprived lungs.

      Jack stirred beside her as she pressed her hand to her heaving chest. He turned over on his back, squinted up at her, and reached for her hand, lacing his fingers between hers.

      “Hey.” His kind eyes stared up at her, and when she didn’t speak or move, he whispered, “Another one?”

      What did I catch Eli doing? Was it real?

      She nodded, inhaling fresh air deeply while squeezing his warm hand.

      “I’m here.” He squeezed it back and pulled her toward him.

      It was just a dream.

      No… a memory, like John said.

      She hesitated. At the resistance, he stopped, staring into her eyes as he kept her hand in his.

      The nightmares aren’t going to stop. I’m never going to rest, and Jack won’t be able to either.

      “You’re safe with me,” Jack whispered, his soft, cool lips kissing her forehead. “You know that, right?”

      She nodded, staring down at their hands, intertwined.

      He isn’t the one that lets go. I am. He never lets go.

      She shifted against the cotton blanket, easing her body next to his. He wrapped his arm around her as she rested her head on his chest.

      For the first time after waking from her nightmares, she let him hold her.

      She sighed. “Thanks.”

      “Hey, you don’t have to thank me.” He cleared his throat and as she listened to his heartbeat quicken, he spoke again. “Listen, I didn’t tell you about it, but tomorrow, my folks are doing family photos, and they asked me if I wanted you to join us.”

      She lifted her head, gazing up at him wide-eyed. “Really?”

      “Yeah, and I didn’t want to put any pressure on you, but you know they love you, and—”

      “Yes,” Madigan whispered.

      “Yeah?” Jack smiled down at her.

      She nodded and pressed her hot cheek against his chest again, sighing again as her body began to relax. Buster curled up on the floor at the end of the bed, facing the door. Jack gently stroked her head, pulling her hair away from her neck, allowing the evening breeze to cool it. Each breath came easier, and she closed her eyes, recalling coming home that afternoon to find her birth mother waiting for her. She hadn’t found the right time to share it with Jack at Roy’s, but there in her bed, feeling safe by his side, with family on their minds, she was ready to talk—needed to.

      “My mom came to see me today,” she whispered.

      “Yeah?” Jack asked in a soft tone.

      “I don’t think I’ll be seeing her again.” A tight feeling grew in her chest at the realization, replacing the lingering thoughts of her nightmares, and the sweet sentiments from Jack.

      She won’t ever be a reliable part of my life. I have to make peace with that somehow.

      As his fingers ran through her hair and down her back, she closed her eyes to relax again, enjoying the tingling sensation.

      “Is that a good thing?” Jack asked.

      She released a shaky sigh. “Probably. It’s just strange. I shouldn’t be surprised. I was the one who went looking for her. She was right around the corner for so long, but she never saw me. She didn’t look for me. I think she’s still looking for herself.”

      Her biological mother had warned her about Vic, and although her words held less weight than she’d meant them to, Madigan couldn’t help wondering if she could be right. If Vic would only disappoint her, regardless of the DNA results.

      He’s changed since then. He seemed sorry for everything that happened. People can change.

      “I’m sorry about your mom.” Jack’s hand ran smoothly along her arm. “That she couldn’t be who you needed.”

      His voice faded as she drifted off in his arms, his heartbeat lulling her to sleep.

      What do I really need? My mom? Vic?

      Love.

      Unconditional love.

      Is there such a thing?

      Belonging. There is that. I’ve been looking for a place to belong.

      And I have it.
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      Grace sent over a five-page briefing to Colette on the vic’s family, friends, co-workers, and the girlfriend she would interview before going to sleep just after three that morning. She woke at seven, got back to Amherst by eight. She wrapped up an interview with Matthew and Vaughn’s parents, Vaughn’s employer at the car dealership where he’d worked for the last fifteen years, and met with his best friend and co-worker, Troy, there, too.

      All the interviewees agreed that there was nothing suspicious about Vaughn’s actions, save for the change in his demeanour after Matthew’s murder, but they attributed it to grief. He hadn’t acted suspicious or mentioned anything out of the ordinary to anyone.

      Their parents agreed Matthew could have been mixed up in something bad—he’d never grown out of that past—they seemed to believe whatever Matthew was into that time, he’d swept Vaughn in, too.

      They’d all given Grace one final lead—Vaughn’s girlfriend of almost a year, whom he’d just moved in with a month prior. By all accounts, they were happy together. When Grace asked Troy why Vaughn still had his separate apartment, or why he might have been there the night he was killed, Troy said the lease wasn’t up yet, and he’d wanted to make sure living together with Rachel worked out.

      On Grace’s return to Tall Pines for her final interview, her phone rang.

      She expected to see Colette’s name to keep tabs on her, but it was Mac instead. She’d changed her mind at the last minute and left him out of the investigation in Amherst; if Colette had asked why she brought him instead of using an already-connected officers, things could get hairy.

      Grace answered on Bluetooth. “Hello.”

      “Hey, how’s your morning going?” he asked.

      “Good, thanks.” I have to tell him what’s going on. “I connected with Colette last night. He brought me on.”

      “He did? You’re working the case together?”

      “Well, together is debatable, but yes. It’s been a hectic past twenty-four hours, but I’m on my way back to Tall Pines now. I was questioning. I have one more in our area.”

      “Need some company?”

      It had always been beneficial to question suspects, witnesses, and vic’s families with Mac. He brought a different and invaluable perspective every time they worked together.

      What would Colette think? I can bring Mac. He’s an asset, and I can explain that if needed. I just can’t divulge the details to him.

      “I’ll pick you up from the department in twenty.”

      “Sounds good,” he said.

      After ending the call, she hit Colette’s number and waited as it rang through her car speakers.

      “Go,” Colette said.

      “I’ve interviewed all the names on the document I sent you. I’m going to see Vaughn’s girlfriend now. She’s in Tall Pines. I’m bringing an officer along right now and it should be my last of the day.”

      “Fine.” He seemed preoccupied. “DNA results are all in. Nothing.”

      “Have you talked to George Day?”

      “On my way now. Touch base when you’re finished for the day. I might bring you in.”

      He hung up and for the rest of the way to the P.D., she wished she was with him, questioning Day.

      Will he talk? Surely, he wants protection. Everyone else directly involved in the job has been murdered in the last two weeks. Even those close to the targets have been killed.

      But admitting to murder… Maybe he’ll take his chances on the streets.

      She swung by The Big Spoon for two coffees and two bagels as she considered the case.

      If Day admits to his part in the retaliation after the shooting at Wild Card, Colette has his first piece of evidence to build a case around the Clarkes. He still doesn’t trust me enough to let me be there for the questioning—I can tell. He’s given me busy-work, but there could still be something of use, here.

      Grace parked in front of the P.D. and Mac hustled out in uniform.

      He ducked into the passenger seat and pointed at the goods in the center console. “Those for me?”

      “They are.” For the first time that day, she smiled, feeling the warmth of his presence.

      I never would have had this kind of relationship in Amherst. Not with any partner—personal or professional.

      He pulled the bag onto his lap and grabbed his bagel, enjoying it while she sipped on her coffee.

      “How was last night?” Grace asked. “Sorry I couldn’t be there. I hope you understand.”

      “Are you kidding me?” he scoffed. “I want to hear what happened. How did this all come about?”

      “Well, Evette told me more than I thought she would—thanks in part to Madigan—” Mac’s eyes widened with an impressed sparkle. “I know—she’s good, right? So, I knew I had some leverage, and did what I had to do to get on the case.”

      “You went to Colette?” He raised his brows and she nodded. “Nice initiative. I kind of can’t believe it worked, but wow.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” she teased with a scowl.

      “Well, with your history, it made sense neither of you wanted to work together.”

      “You know I’ve been trying to get details on his cases.”

      “And you’ve always been willing to put your differences aside for your case—I know. He just seemed like such a stubborn ass, you know? Even Greer couldn’t help.”

      Grace laughed and nodded. “Could you pass me my bagel? And yeah, I know. This new situation has its challenges. The big one being, I can’t share any information about the case with you. Really, nothing regarding the whole investigation beyond what I’d tell any accompanying officer. His call, not mine.”

      He passed her the bagel and they locked eyes for a moment. She recognized the disappointment on his face before he looked away, reaching for his coffee.

      “I know you’ve been working the case with me, and I appreciate that. That’s why I want you to come to the vic’s girlfriend’s apartment with me. I want your thoughts on what she says.”

      “But you can’t tell me what to look for—what will be important?”

      “Just by my line of questioning, there will be things you’ll glean. And I know you’ll keep it all confidential—”

      “Of course I will,” he said, a tinge of disbelief in his tone that she’d ask.

      “I know. I’m sorry. Colette has it all locked down pretty tight, and I don’t want to risk dismissal now that I’m in.”

      He raised one hand in surrender while taking a sip of his coffee. “Grace, I get it. You know you can trust me.”

      “More than anyone else I’ve ever worked with,” she said, glancing over to smile at him until he finally smiled back from behind his coffee cup.

      They arrived at the apartment building behind the shops off Main Street and met Rachel at the door of her and Vaughn’s third-floor apartment—the one Vaughn had just moved into.

      Grace couldn’t distinguish whether the dark circles under her eyes were from mascara she’d cried off or a lack of sleep.

      Both, probably.

      “I’m Detective Inspector Grace Sheppard. This is Officer MacIntyre. Do you have some time to help us by answering some questions about Vaughn Haines?”

      Rachel nodded, her short bob swaying as she opened the door wide to let them in.

      The bright, white apartment had a minimalist approach and a feminine touch. Lush floral textiles, fluffy throw blankets littered a sectional that dominated the living room, and pink picture frames hung on the walls behind it.

      Grace scanned them as Rachel led them through toward the kitchen.

      Two framed photos with Vaughn caught her eye. They were smiling in both pictures, holding each other close.

      Rachel took a seat around the square wooden kitchen table with a vase of peonies in the center.

      “Can I get you a drink?” she asked them in a scratchy tone, fussing with loose strands of hair before tucking it behind her ears.

      “No, thank you.” Mac nodded to her and sat as Grace did, with Grace between them.

      “Rachel, what was your relation to Vaughn Haines?” Grace asked.

      “I was his girlfriend. God, I hate that word. We’re almost fifty.” She shook her head and let her finger graze her lips as she whispered, “he was going to be fifty this year.”

      And at the time of the shooting, he’d have been in his early twenties. So young to be trusted with a task like that.

      “And how long had you been together?” Grace asked.

      “Almost a year.” Rachel stared at the table until the silence lingered too long. She looked up at Grace and then to Mac. “I think I’m still in denial. Like, I can’t believe it, you know?” Her voice squeaked at the end of her sentence.

      Grace nodded. “I understand. I appreciate you speaking with us. We want to get the information necessary to find out who did this.”

      Rachel nodded and folded her arms over her chest.

      “Were you with Vaughn last night?” Grace asked.

      “Yes.”

      “At his apartment?”

      “No, he was here.”

      “Why did he leave?”

      Her chest heaved as she uncrossed her arms. “He didn’t really give a reason. I figured it was because it was Thursday, and he wanted to be closer to work in the morning. I think he preferred the shorter commute. He missed it.”

      “How often do you stay in separate places?” Grace asked.

      “Not very often.” Grace stared at her, waiting for more, and she continued. “It’s only been a month since he moved some of his things in, and he’s slept here once since then, aside from last night.”

      “And you don’t have any suspicion it was for a specific reason?”

      Rachel shook her head no.

      “What did he say when he left?”

      Tears welled up in Rachel’s eyes. She stared out the apartment window. “He told me he loved me. He said, love you, don’t forget to lock up and I’ll see you for lunch tomorrow.” Tears spilled down her cheeks, and she licked them from her lips as she sniffled, “And that was it.”

      “And then he didn’t show for lunch?” Grace asked.

      “That’s when I knew something was wrong. Vaughn was always there when he said he’d be. I called him and there was no answer. Work said he hadn’t been in, so I went to his place just after dinner—and…” Her eyes opened wide.

      Grace imagined her recalling the sight she walked into with a gunshot wound in the middle of his forehead.

      “Did Vaughn have any reason to believe he was in danger?” Mac asked.

      Grace raised her brow, but he kept his focus on Rachel.

      She shook her head. “Matthew—what happened to him was a shock—but he’d been in and out of trouble for most of his life, apparently. Drugs sometimes. Fights. He wasn’t like that for as long as I’ve known him—almost a year. But Vaughn was sweet. Kind. No one would want to hurt him. I think this was a mistake. Maybe his brother got him involved in something… not on purpose—they were so close—but…”

      “But?” Grace asked.

      She shook her head and wiped at her wet cheeks. “No one would have any reason to hurt Vaughn. It doesn’t make any sense. They wouldn’t tell his parents what happened. Can you please tell me what happened to him? I mean, I know he was shot, but was it—the same as Matthew? Was it…” her chin quivered. “Did he suffer long?”

      As she said the words, she choked on her cries and shook her head, covering her mouth with her hands.

      “They’ll be notified as soon as possible,” Grace said as she quieted. “And you’ll be given all the information, too. You’ve been very co-operative, and we appreciate it. If you think of anything else, this is my card.” Grace set it on the table, and Rachel nodded.

      “Just to clarify,” Mac said, “you have no reason to believe that Vaughn was at all fearing for his life?”

      She shook her head. “I thought maybe he regretted living together. So much changed—with his brother—and this, all at once. I thought maybe he was pulling away from me. I thought I should give him space, but now I wonder…”

      “You did what you thought was right,” Grace said. “That must have been difficult for you, too. Adapting to the new living arrangements, supporting him through grief. Don’t be hard on yourself.”

      “Who knows what might have happened if you were with him. You’re safe,” Mac said. “I’m sure that’s what he’d want.”

      She nodded and stood when Grace did.

      Maybe what happened to Martha Hannan would have happened to Rachel. Maybe that’s why she wasn’t shot with the same precision the killer has used on all the other vics. She wasn’t an intended target. Just collateral damage.

      Mac followed them to the door. She opened it, and Grace nodded to her as she walked out with Mac right behind her as the door closed.

      “You think that’s why he left and stayed at his place? He knew something was wrong?” Mac asked as they made their way to the elevator.

      Grace nodded. “If he suspected something was up, he wouldn’t have wanted to put her in danger. It’s just speculation for now, but I think that’s why he went to his—"

      “Wait,” Rachel said, gripping the door with white knuckles as she stared down the hall at them with wide eyes.

      Grace and Mac walked back and she waved them inside, closing the door behind her.

      “It might be nothing,” she said softly, folding her arms in front of her again. “I’ve had this weird feeling since last night. Like… whoever hurt Vaughn is still around.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “I just feel like someone’s been watching.”

      “Watching you?” Mac asked.

      “Or here, because Vaughn was here. I don’t know. It’s just—last night, he told me to lock up. I didn’t think anything of it, until I went to the door, and it was already locked, because he has a key now, of course, but why would he have told me to lock it if he was going to? Did he want me to double check that it was locked? Remember to keep it locked?”

      “Have you seen anyone odd around? Noticed anyone following or watching?” Grace asked.

      “I went to his parent’s last night in the city after I made my statement. I started getting that feeling on the way back here, like someone was around. I don’t know if my imagination is working to put the pieces together. I’m scared because I don’t understand why he was killed. I can’t make sense of it.”

      “It’s normal to feel unsafe after something like this happens,” Mac said.

      “Please call me if you have that feeling again,” Grace said, “or if anything happens, and you’re scared, call the police right away.”

      “Should I be scared?” she asked.

      I’m scared for Madigan. I’m worried for all the people close to the men involved in these murders.

      “I want you to feel safe, so I’m going to see about putting a detail on you for the next few days. It would help me if you had any other reason to believe you could be in danger. Anything Vaughn might have said or done to make you think that? Anyone you see around that you haven’t before?”

      She shook her head. “It’s just a feeling.”

      Grace squeezed her arm gently. “I’ll see what I can do. You call me if you need me, and if it’s an emergency—”

      “I’ll call the police.” She nodded. “Thank you, detective.”

      When Grace and Mac got back to her car, she hit the button on the Bluetooth.

      “Call Colette,” she said.

      “Calling Colette,” it parroted back, and began to ring.

      “Should she be scared?” Mac asked.

      Grace held a finger up to her lips.

      “Go,” Colette said.

      “I just spoke with Rachel. She said he went to his place for the night and told her to lock up before he left, both of which she said were out of the ordinary, since he had a key and locked it himself. I suspect he knew something might have been happening. Maybe Matthew told him what he’d done, or maybe he felt followed. Rachel feels that way, now. I’d like to request a security detail for her. I believe it’s possible—”

      “Granted. Anything else of note?”

      Grace took pause, exchanging a look with Mac, marveling at how easy that was.

      Maybe he trusts me more than I thought.

      “She didn’t know anything else.”

      A hiss of Colette’s breath filled the car. “Fine. That’s all.”

      “Did you still need me to come in?”

      “No. I met with Day. He wouldn’t talk. You’re sure the girlfriend doesn’t know anything?”

      Grace turned to Mac and he nodded.

      “Positive,” she said.

      “I’ll order the detail for a week, but something tells me they’ll leave her. They have a keen sense of who knows what. Maybe our guy even talked to the vics before he killed them. Maybe one of them gave everybody else up. Someone close enough to everyone to know the risks of who they’d confide in—likely he’s dead already.”

      Grace turned to Mac, wide-eyed, but didn’t stop Colette as Mac listened intently.

      “I’ve got bodies following Day,” Colette continued. “He’s the last of them. Wilson died of an overdose a year after the shootings. The bastard killed a family and couldn’t take the guilt. Can’t say the same for Day, but that’s the Goddamn last of it. I can’t let this slip away from me, Sheppard.”

      “Maybe I could talk to John,” Grace said.

      “I told you, I already did. You think he’d tell you something he didn’t share with me? When he was negotiating something as important as his transfer? I didn’t let him have that easy. He gave me everything he has.”

      “Are you sure?” Grace asked.

      Mac raised his brows, and they waited.

      “You can call him, alright? Tomorrow. I’ll get you the number when it’s time.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I want whatever he has, Sheppard. I don’t care if it’s a guess, a theory, or a goddamned feeling. I want everything he could possibly imagine about what happened that night, what’s happening now, and if it’s Clarke, I want him named. Get me everything.”

      “I will.”

      Colette ended the call.

      I have one shot at this, and I’ll make sure John tells me everything he knows. He’ll do it because as quick as he’s been to put Madigan in danger, he’s been eager to get her out of it, too.

      “So,” Mac said, facing the windshield ahead. “That’s who this all comes down to? Mickey Clarke?”

      Grace didn’t bother reminding him he couldn’t breathe a word to anyone.

      She pulled away from the curb and turned to him. “I’m exhausted. I’m going home and ordering takeout, and while I wait, I’m finally going to have that long, hot shower you suggested.” She grinned. “Are you joining me, or should I drop you off?”

      “Grace Sheppard.” His eyes smiled back at her. “I’m surprised you had to ask.”
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      “Alright,” the photographer said, “finished with the Mom and Dad solos. Let’s get the kids in. Then the partners, too. Then, let’s bring in the dog.” She stared down at Buster, wagging his tail by Madigan’s side.

      “Oh, good,” Nicole, Jack’s mom, gave Buster a look of adoration and clasped her hands together as Jack and his sister Doreen joined their parents for the next round of photos. “This’ll be great.”

      Madigan nodded and Kurt, Doreen’s husband, joined her side as they watched the core family being photographed together. A vibration buzzed against her side in her bag, and she took out her phone, stepping away to check the text message from Vic.

      Results are in. Just got the email. My place tomorrow? Sunday brunch?

      Madigan took a deep breath and checked her inbox. She’d received the email as well.

      Sounds good, she typed back and sent the message, staring at his words.

      He said he’ll be there no matter what, but the truth changes people.

      Kurt glanced over his shoulder and she squinted up at him through the sun. “Everything okay?”

      She walked back to the group with a nervous smile and nodded. Jack took his arm off his Dad’s shoulder and stepped forward, studying her, as the photographer backed off. They all watched her, waiting.

      “I sent away for DNA results this week, and they’re in—they’re early.” She turned to Jack. “Tomorrow, I’m going to find out if Vic’s my dad.”

      Jack broke away from the group and reached out his arms for her, pulling her into a warm embrace.

      “Well, this is good news.” Jack’s father Steve said. The statement ended with a questioning tone. He looked to Nicole for confirmation one way or the other.

      “How are you feeling about it?” Doreen asked.

      Madigan cleared her throat, blushing from all the attention. “Well, we haven’t put a lot of pressure on it. We agreed that no matter what, we’d have a friendship. We’ve been building that the past few months.”

      “That’s great,” Steve said.

      Madigan nodded, tucking the phone into her jean pocket. “No big expectations. No big let-downs.”

      Nicole offered a comforting smile. “What’s he like?”

      “He’s really cool,” Jack said, “from what I hear. I haven’t met him yet.”

      “Yeah.” Madigan twisted her ring around her finger. “He is. He’s sort of the neighbourhood watchman.” She couldn’t help but grin. “He loves to garden. He shares his harvest with me, and the neighbours. He’s generous, marches to the beat of his own drum, and has great taste in music.”

      “Sounds like someone we know, doesn’t it?” Steve asked, grinning at Madigan. “Apple might not fall far from the tree.”

      Doreen elbowed her father. “She’s not getting her hopes up.”

      “We’re here for you,” Nicole said, pulling her into a hug. “Whatever you find out tomorrow.”

      Madigan squeezed her back, releasing a sigh of relief. “Thanks.”

      “Actually, this is good,” the photographer said, taking a few steps back with his camera up again. “Everybody stay where you are and turn to me.”

      “Buster!” Jack called.

      Buster trotted over, sitting between Jack and Madigan as Jack snapped his fingers in the direction of the camera.

      “Perfect. Everybody say Holdens!”

      “Holdens!” They repeated.

      As Madigan said the name of one of the many families she’d been brought into, this one didn’t feel forced. The word, with their arms around her, and their constant support of her over the years, felt like a reminder that she’d always be welcome.

      I do belong here, any time I want. I’m part of this group—this family.

      The photographer snapped away, ordering a few pose changes, until Steve asked for the third time if they were finished, and Nicole swatted at him for the third time, telling him to be patient.

      Madigan’s phone rang, and Steve cheered. “That’s a sign! That’s a wrap!”

      Kurt and Jack laughed and dispersed.

      Madigan wandered to the patio table with Buster in tow. She frowned at the number for the prison where John had been transferred from.

      He changed his mind about contacting me?

      But he’s already left, hasn’t he?

      She pressed the phone to her ear, expecting the operator to ask if she’d accept a call from John Talbot. When a pre-recorded voice didn’t greet her, she stammered, “Hello?”

      “Is this Madigan Knox?” a man asked.

      That’s not John.

      “Yes. Who am I speaking to?” Her heart fluttered in her chest before it constricted.

      “I’m a correctional officer at Amherst Prison. I’m calling because John Talbot is deceased, and listed you as next of kin when he was processed.”

      Deceased?

      Shivers ran down her spine.

      “He’s… what?”

      Dead.

      The world spun around her and she grabbed the back of a chair, desperate to regain control, to understand. It couldn’t be.

      “… steps to notify you.” A beep from an incoming call interrupted part of what he said and she pressed the phone closer to her ear to hear over it. “Is this the number to contact regarding his personal belongings after…”

      “Wait, I missed that. John is… dead?”

      “Yes, ma’am. I’m sorry ma’am.”

      She let the phone drop away from her ear as her legs shook beneath her and another deep, cold chill ran down her spine.

      It has to be a mistake.

      Grace’s name glowed on the screen.

      Grace. I need her. Is she calling to tell me that John is dead? That it’s real?

      She pressed it back against her ear.

      “… is this the number we can contact regarding John Talbot’s personal belongings?”

      “Yes,” Madigan sputtered. “What—what happened?”

      “I can’t discuss details right now, but we’ll contact you when you can come and retrieve his effects, as well as make preparations for services, should you choose to do so.”

      “I—don’t understand,” she sputtered. Jack was there suddenly at her side. She stared up at him as he searched her eyes, his expression turning serious.

      “We’re sorry for your loss and we’ll be in contact with further instructions. Buh-bye.”

      Madigan pulled the phone from her ear and blinked at it.

      “Mad, what happened?” Jack asked, holding her arm, pulling her focus back to him.

      What happened to John?

      This can’t be happening.

      “The prison just called. They said John’s dead? I don’t understand. I have to call Grace back.” She tapped Grace’s name and pressed the cell phone to her ear as it rang. “It has to be a mistake. I talked to him last night. He was being transferred. His plan worked. He was safe. Why isn’t she answering?”

      Grace’s voicemail service came on and Madigan ended the call, staring at the phone.

      “Okay, come sit down.” Jack used her arm to guide her to a seat at the table. “We’ll figure this out, okay?”

      She clutched her phone in her fist. Her chest tightened. The possibility that the officer had been wrong diminished by the second as she absorbed the information.

      John’s dead.

      They got to him.

      “It’s going to be okay. You’ll try Grace again in a minute, then we’ll call the prison back.”

      She stared at him with wide eyes, shaking her head. “They said they can’t tell me anything more right now. He—he had me listed as his next of kin.”

      I was all he had. He trusted me. Thought of me as family. He told me he shouldn’t talk to me anymore—he didn’t want to put me in any more danger—but I couldn’t have known it would be the last time, ever.

      How can this be happening?

      Jack sat beside her and took her free hand in his as Buster joined them, laying on the patio stones between them. “We’ll figure this out together.”

      She nodded. Her lips trembled, both knuckles white from clutching his hand and her cell phone, counting down the seconds until she could speak with Grace.
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      Grace stood outside the Amherst morgue, her phone pressed to her ear, willing Madigan to pick up the call. With no answer, she hesitated before deciding not to leave a voice message.

      There’s a chance I’ll catch her on my way out, before she hears about John on the news. She’s going to be devastated.

      Colette stalked down the sterile hospital hallway with a menacing expression as he approached Grace. She tucked the phone into her pocket.

      “I came from the P.D.” He leaned in close to her, glancing down the empty hallway before speaking. “I ordered tapes from the traffic stop, and two around the intersection. Right now, we only have eyewitnesses who saw a white, non-descript van stop at the red light. A man in a ski mask opened fire on the transport vehicle. He killed three accompanying officers, then shot Talbot in the middle of his forehead.” He rested his hands on his hips and paced away from her in front of the metal morgue doors. “It’s our guy. Same one.” He swiveled around quickly, hissing, “How the fuck did he find out about the transport?”

      Grace searched his face, wondering if it was rhetorical, but there was only one way. “Someone inside.”

      He clenched his jaw and stared through the window of the morgue door, where the M.E. waited for them.

      “Who knew about the transport?” she asked.

      Her phone rang in her pocket.

      He turned to her with a scowl and she ignored it. “The three men who took him. They’re the only ones I gave date and time to. Could have been one of them, but I picked them myself.”

      “What about John? Did he know?”

      “He knew it would be this afternoon.” He ran a hand over his mouth and then along his shaved head. “He knew where he’d be going, that was stipulated in the agreement. He didn’t know the time, or the route they’d take, but… it’s enough. He made one call between when he learned that information and when he left.”

      “To who?” she asked.

      His jaw clenched as his stare bore into her. “Madigan Knox.”

      She frowned and shook her head. “What?”

      Even as she asked, she didn’t question the likelihood of the call, but she needed time to think. She had to process whether Colette could view her sister as a potential leak.

      “She went to visit him the day prior, too.” He leaned in toward her. “You were in that foster house together, and I know you still have a relationship with her, so this is where it has to end.”

      “What? But I didn’t—”

      “Do anything wrong? No, you didn’t. This is circumstantial.” He took a step toward the morgue door. “I won’t jeopardize this investigation with information leaking from all the people who lived in that house. You’re too close, Sheppard. I wanted your proximity to be an asset, but you’re a liability.”

      “Don’t do this,” she said.

      He pushed the morgue door open, revealing John’s cold body lying on a metal gurney, and turned back to Grace. “I’ve ordered Knox brought in for questioning. Regardless of how much she knows, or the part she might have played, she’s involved. If we know it, they know it, too.” The Clarkes. “Maybe now that John’s gone, it’ll be a clean break—but—you should make sure she understands the severity of the situation. Tell her to cooperate and then mind her business, Sheppard. I suggest you shelf your case until further notice.”

      He walked through the door and it swung shut behind him.

      He doesn’t think she’s involved maliciously. He knows I’m not, either. This is all because of John.

      Grace pulled her cell phone from her pocket and tapped Madigan’s name as she marched from the building onto the busy city street.

      “Grace?” Madigan’s voice shook. “John’s dead?” Her voice broke on the word dead.

      Grace shuddered, searching for the right words—the strength to tell her it was true as cars whizzed by on the busy street.

      “Please, no,” Madigan whimpered.

      Grace’s muscles tightened at the sound. She closed her eyes, the afternoon sun shining through her eyelids.

      I feel her pain and I want to take it away for her.
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      Madigan sat on the step of her Airstream, staring out at the coast with her phone pressed to her ear, dreading the next words she’d hear—knowing what they’d be—but needing to hear them.

      Grace took a deep breath on the other line and spoke on exhale. “Yes.”

      Madigan pressed her hand to her trembling lips and sobbed, bending over as the wind whipped through her hair.

      He’s really gone.

      “I’m sorry, Mad.” Despite her calm and collected tone, Madigan knew Grace’s emotions were more tied up than she let on.

      She’s being the strong one right now. I wish Jack were here. I wish I’d let him come with me.

      “Where are you right now?” Grace asked.

      “I was on my way h-home,” she stuttered between her cries. “To wait to hear from you, and I got a c-call from the Amherst police.”

      “Take a deep breath,” Grace said.

      Madigan inhaled through her nose and continued. “They asked me to come in for questioning.”

      “Where are you right now?” Grace repeated.

      “I’m sorry. I’m home.” Madigan stood, her legs shaking beneath her. “About to leave.”

      “Okay, listen, you need to tell the detective everything you know about what John told you. They’re working a case right now, and it involves some dangerous people. They need to know if there’s anything you have that could help, and they need to get an idea of the threat to you.”

      “They killed him for what he knew.” Madigan muttered the statement as if it were a realization. “He wasn’t paranoid.”

      “I’m going to the department, now. I’ll meet you there. Madigan, they know John called you before he was transported. What did he tell you about that?”

      Madigan inhaled a shuddering sigh and wiped her wet cheeks with her fingers. “He said he was being transferred today, this afternoon I think he said. He didn’t tell me where. He said we shouldn’t talk again…” Her voice fell off at the end of the sentence, accepting for the first time the finality of that statement.

      “Stay with me—stay focused. Did he tell you anything else about what he was involved in?”

      “No—not at all.” She swept some hair away from her face, staring at the empty horizon, recalling their last moments of conversation. “We talked about my dreams—memories. If he told me anything important, I would have called you. He told me he didn’t think we should talk—that we wouldn’t be able to anyway—but if it was ever safe, he’d see me again.” Her lips trembled as her eyes burned at the sting of more tears. “He never wanted to hurt me, Grace.”

      “I know,” Grace whispered, and a horn honked somewhere around her. “Okay, I’ll meet you out front, you’ll go in for questioning, tell them what you know, and then we need to talk.”

      Madigan sniffled, shuffling toward the Airstream again. “Okay. Talk about what?”

      “I’ll tell you after. Just trust me, the less you know going in, the better. I’ll see you soon.”

      After hanging up, Madigan collected her bag, put Buster inside, and rode her bike to Amherst. She used music to drown out her thoughts, and it worked most of the way, as she concentrated on the lyrics.

      As she dismounted and pulled her helmet off, Grace strode toward her from the front steps of the P.D. Madigan hustled toward her and stepped into Grace’s arms on the sidewalk as people passed them by, walking around them.

      “I’m sorry about John,” Grace said evenly.

      Madigan stepped out of her embrace and shook her head. “I should have done more.”

      “No—”

      “I could have. You told me to stay out of it—and so did he—but I could have done more to help him.”

      Grace shook her head and raised her brows. “You went to see him when you both knew he’d be putting you in danger. He gave you information that put you in danger. Then he called you and told you more information. That could make you an accomplice to his murder.”

      Madigan’s eyes opened wide with fear.

      “I know the detective on the case. He doesn’t think you’re responsible, but this is the position John put you in. I wish you’d listened to me when I told you not to see him in the first place.”

      She doesn’t understand—but she should—she’s like us. She’ll do whatever it takes to make things right. She takes a different approach, but she’s just as stubborn as we are, and she knows he was only trying to do the right thing.

      Madigan pressed her lips together and shook her head. “I don’t regret it. I regret not helping him more. Not believing in him more when he was so scared—and rightly so. I didn’t get to say a real goodbye to him, and I know—” She pressed her lips together and swallowed hard, her voice shaking. “I know he died thinking he wasn’t a good person.”

      A cry broke through her lips and she stifled it with her hands.

      Grace pulled her back into a hug.

      “It’s not fair,” Madigan whispered, her voice close to Grace’s ear. “He wasn’t a bad man.”

      Grace pulled away and squeezed Madigan’s upper arms as she looked her in the eye. “He knew he had your support. He trusted you with his deepest, darkest secrets, Madigan. He shared his shame with you, and you were there for him. He had that, and now, so do you. Remember that.”

      Madigan pulled away, nodding, and wiped at her eyes, looking up the stairs toward the front doors. “I just want to get this over with.”

      “I can come in with you,” Grace offered.

      Madigan shook her head and took a deep breath. “No, it’s fine. I’ll be fine. I’ll tell them what I know.”

      “And I’ll be right here when you’re done.” Grace nodded to her.

      Madigan ascended the stairs, gripping onto her side bag. She entered the station and the officer at the front desk greeted her, collected her belongings, and called another officer. She followed down a long, empty hallway to a small room.

      “Have a seat,” the officer said. “Sergeant Colette will be right with you.”

      The officer closed the door behind her, leaving Madigan alone. She stared at the wall, wondering if Grace’s words were true.

      Did he know how much I cared about him? Did he know I saw him for the good person he was instead of all the mistakes he made?

      The door opened and a tall man in a black, button-down shirt and dress pants shuffled in, taking the seat across from her. “I’m Sergeant Colette. Thank you for coming in Ms. Knox.”

      “You can just call me Madigan,” she said in a flat tone.

      He set a file on the table before him. “Madigan, I have to ask you some questions about your involvement with John Talbot. I understand you went to visit him yesterday.”

      “I did.”

      “How did that come about?”

      “He called and told me he wanted to see me. That he had information about something that could help him protect himself.” She stared at him, but he didn’t speak, so she clarified. “He was afraid for his life, and he wanted to see me.”

      He nodded once, appearing satisfied with her answer. “And what did he tell you?”

      “He told me he knew about a crime that was committed a long time ago, back when he left the same foster home that I entered.”

      “With Grace Sheppard.”

      “Yes.”

      He licked his lips and took out a pen, pressing it against a notepad that already had scribbles on it. “Go on.”

      “He said he hoped the information he had could help him.”

      “Okay, but why did he want to see you? Did he ask you for help?”

      If Grace is right, and that’s what’s put me in danger, I can’t let anyone know what he told me.

      She pressed her sweaty palms against the tops of her thighs. “He asked for my forgiveness.”

      Colette frowned.

      “He’d unintentionally put me in some precarious situations before, and I think he thought if he got help for whatever he was facing, maybe I wouldn’t get to see him again. He didn’t want to put me in danger anymore.”

      “Well, I’m afraid the road to hell is paved with good intentions, Madigan.” He raised his brow and rolled the pen between his fingers. “And it looks like John Talbot sent you down a dark road again. He was involved with some dangerous people, and—”

      “Not anymore he wasn’t. He’s been on the straight and narrow since his fiancée died.”

      “Some people,” he sighed, “cannot stop being associated with their past. Their past won’t let them. The people they used to hang out with and the crimes they committed – John had information these people wanted to ensure never got out. He worked with me, gave me that information, and now, he’s dead.” He crossed one leg over his knee. “Your past always catches up with you. John learned that the hardest way there is, and I want to make the people responsible pay.”

      They stared at each other as the clock on the wall between them ticked.

      I think Grace was right. He doesn’t think I’ve done anything wrong—but he thinks I know more. He already knows what John told me. What good will it do to tell him I knew? How will it help him catch John’s killer?

      Colette rested the pen on the paper without taking his eyes off of her.

      “Do you know who killed him?” she asked.

      “Can’t prove it.” He shook his head. “That’s why I need you to tell me everything you know about his involvements.”

      “I have. Just now, I told you. He was very vague with me.”

      He folded his hands in front of him. “Did he mention any names?”

      She shook her head, staring him in the eye.

      He leaned back in his chair and crossed one leg over the other, resting his folded hands against his knee. “When was the last time you spoke to him?”

      “Last night. He called me.”

      “Did he tell you he was being transferred?”

      “Yes.”

      “There.” He pointed to her. “Just for that, I could hold you here. No one knew about that transfer.”

      He knows I didn’t kill John. What’s he getting at?

      “I didn’t even know the details, and I didn’t tell anyone else about it.” She leaned in, eager to persuade him. “No one. Not even my sister.”

      “I want to believe you.” Colette rubbed his chin, studying her.

      “I didn’t want him to die. I think you know that.”

      He stared at her, unblinking, and nodded once. “I believe that, but once information starts flying around, lives can be at stake. I need to be completely certain there’s nothing you can tell me before I let you go. Nothing you’ve left out? Forgotten? Anything that can help me.”

      “John was afraid for his life. He thought he had information that could save him. He wanted me to know he was sorry for the pain he’d caused me.” Tears welled up in her eyes as she remembered the contrition in his voice each time he apologized for dragging her into trouble. “And he wanted me to know he was okay. He thought he was going to a safe place. He thought he was leaving me to live my life in peace, but this isn’t peace. I don’t know who did this to him, but I hope you find them, and I hope they pay.”

      Colette sighed, grimaced, and stood. “You can go.”

      She blinked up at him in disbelief.

      “It doesn’t get more dangerous than the people behind this,” he said, stopping his hand from twisting the doorknob. “If they think you know something, they’ll be watching. If you notice anything off, you call us right away.”

      Madigan stood, nodded, and walked out the door. She took her things from the front desk.

      The cool afternoon air hit her face and Grace stood waiting, leaning against the railing at the bottom of the steps for her.

      “How did it go?” Grace asked as she jogged down them.

      “I think he believes me,” Madigan said.

      “Will you come back to my place?” Grace asked. “Meet me there and we can talk?”

      Madigan nodded. “I have to go home and get Buster. Then, I’ll come.”

      Grace hesitated. “I could come to your place, instead?” The look in her eyes betrayed her.

      “You’re scared for me, aren’t you?”

      “I don’t want you to be on your own right now,” Grace said.

      Madigan sighed, glancing around them, wondering if she should have been looking over her shoulder since the day before. “One quick stop at my place and I’ll walk over with Buster. I’ll stay overnight, okay?”

      Grace’s shoulders dropped and she nodded. “Yes. Good. Keep your phone on you.”

      Madigan nodded and grabbed her helmet out of her bag, parting ways with Grace, and pulling her phone out next. She stopped beside her bike while Grace got into her car.

      She called Jack.

      “Hey. I just talked to the police here in Amherst,” she said.

      “How’d it go?”

      “I’ll tell you about it later. I’m on my way back home, and then I’m going to take Buster to Grace’s.”

      “Oh. You’re going over there?”

      He wanted to be there for me this afternoon, but I left. He wants to be there for me tonight, and I’m blowing him off again.

      “I was hoping to come over and order takeout. Play a little ball with you and Buster or just watch a movie. Whatever you’re in the mood for.”

      “That’s really sweet. Hold on, okay?” She hurried from her bike down the sidewalk to Grace’s car and knocked on the windshield. Grace rolled her window down. “Jack said he was wanting to come over and spend the night.”

      Grace peered up at her, a concerned expression lingering. “He’ll be with you all night?”

      Madigan nodded.

      “And in the morning, can he drive you and Buster over to me before he leaves?”

      “I’m sure he can.”

      Grace nodded. “Okay. Listen, I know I wasn’t John’s biggest fan, and I’m probably not the person you want to be with while you digest all this, but I am sorry about what happened to him. I know you’re hurting.”

      Madigan rested her hand on Grace’s. “I know. Thank you.”

      “See you in the morning?” Grace asked.

      “See you then.” Madigan stepped away from the car, walking back to her bike as she pressed the phone to her ear. “Okay, what time are you coming over?”

      A beep came from her phone as Jack spoke. “… it’s a go?”

      “It’s a go.”

      “I’ll be over whenever you want me.”

      The words warmed her as a beep sounded again.

      “Hold on. Sorry.” Madigan answered the other line. “Hello?”

      “Madigan Knox? I’m a correctional officer calling from the Amherst Prison regarding John Talbot’s personal belongings. They are ready for pick-up. Please have your piece of photo I.D. ready upon arrival.”

      “Okay. I can come now.”

      “Anytime before five, ma’am.”

      “Is it—is there much there?”

      “Just a small bag.”

      “Thank you.” Madigan ended the call and picked up Jack’s again. “Hey, sorry, I’ll be back home in about two hours. Is that okay?”

      “Sounds perfect.” His tone carried a lightness, and she could tell he was smiling.

      She ended the call and got on her bike, headed for the prison, ready to be back in Jack’s arms as soon as she could.

      Sitting with the pain of John’s death will never be easy, but with Jack and Grace, I can do it.
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      After a hot shower as the sun set, Grace changed into one of the yoga outfits she wore each morning when she ran through her neighbourhood along the coast. She poured herself a mug of green tea, and brought her case file to the living room, sitting on the couch as Waffles hopped up beside her.

      As she sipped her tea, she went over the crime scene report she’d written on the Hannans, flipping through the pages until she reached the photos.

      Carey Hannan slumped over in the kitchen chair. Martha Hannan on the floor, crawling toward the front door. Nothing had been removed from the home. All the murders had taken place in the kitchen. Whoever the hitman was, he was a pro. Not a shred of DNA left behind. No noises that alerted the neighbours. No chance for the vics to run. No choice.

      If the three officers transporting John were the only ones who knew of his exact transfer date and location, one of them could have tipped off the hitman. But who? And what about it made them expendable?

      A few knocks came from the front door, and she jumped as Waffles hopped off the couch and froze beside it.

      “Don’t worry. It’s not Buster—” She set her tea on the table, got off the couch, and walked to the door. “Or at least I don’t think it is.”

      She opened it and Mac stood in plainclothes with a paper bag in his hand.

      Just the way he surprised me back when he first came over.

      “Hey.” She laughed, shaking her head. “What are you doing here? With takeout? I’m sorry, I already had dinner an hour ago.”

      “This is dessert.” He raised the bag. “The last two pieces of apple pie from The Big Spoon.”

      “Oh, that’s so sweet.” She stepped aside and he entered, slipping his shoes off and following her to the kitchen. “I’ll get us plates and forks.”

      “How’d everything go with John today?” he asked.

      She stopped in front of the cupboard and turned around. “I got a call from Colette before I could meet with John. John was killed during his transfer today.”

      Mac’s eyes opened wide and he stood frozen, staring at her.

      “I know.” She shook her head and leaned against the counter. “Whoever’s doing this is determined to silence everyone with information—I’ve been worried about Madigan.”

      He walked over slowly and wrapped his arms around her. “I’m sorry about John. How is Madigan holding up?”

      She stared up at him. “She’s taken it hard—but worse—Colette called her in for questioning today because she was John’s last point of contact.”

      Mac craned his neck back and frowned down at her. “He doesn’t think she’s involved, does he?”

      She shook her head and sighed, grabbing two forks from the drawer. “That’s the thing. He knows she didn’t have anything to do with it. Neither did I, but I got kicked off the case.”

      “What?”

      “I’m too close to it.” She shook her head. “He’s right. I am. But I could still help. I was going to question John, but now that he’s gone, there’s only one man left on the list that was involved. The issue is, other people are in danger. Anyone they might have talked to. Madigan…”

      I should have made her come and stay, but at least she’s with Jack.

      Mac leaned against the other side of the counter, waiting for her cue.

      “Madigan’s pretty upset. I can understand why, but I’m so—I’m furious at John, and she knows it. He got her involved in this. And I can’t do anything about it because I don’t have enough information. Colette shut me out.” She shook her head and tossed the forks on the counter. “He thinks I’m too close to it? He’s been working the case for twenty years.”

      She shook her head and grabbed the forks again, opening the bag, ripping at it to make way for the pie plate. Mac walked around the counter and took the forks out of her hands. He set them down and wrapped his arms around her. She sank into his embrace.

      “He’s territorial,” Mac said. “I was surprised he let you in to begin with.”

      “I know,” she sighed, “you said that.”

      He let her go and took a step back. “You know I didn’t mean anything by it.”

      “I know.” Grace grabbed a fork and opened the pie container. “It’s as if I should be shocked when I’m treated with respect and given a fair shake. I’m just so tired of it. I have a case to work and today, after he kicked me off his, he suggests I shelf it. ‘Let the boys’ club handle it’ is what he meant.” She stabbed her fork into the pie, staring at it.

      Mac gazed at her with a mix of fear and curiosity in his eyes. “What do you want to do?”

      “I’m not giving it up.” She set the fork down. “Not just because he wants me to. I don’t have enough information as it stands. I need to try to look at it from a different angle.”

      Mac nodded. “Then that’s what we do.”

      “We?” She pursed her lips to keep a straight face and leaned against the counter.

      “Permission to work your case, Detective Sheppard?”

      I missed you.

      “Permission granted, Officer McIntyre.”

      He leaned in and kissed her, wrapping his arms around her back and pulling her closer.

      “How about,” he said, between kisses, “we start fresh with it tomorrow morning?” He gave her a quick peck. “And tonight...” She kissed him and smiled as she pulled away.

      “Tonight?” she asked.

      He took her hand and led her down the dark hallway, toward her bedroom. “Tonight, I want to be about us.” They got to her room and he kissed her again, backing her up until she sat on the end of the bed, and he stepped away, standing before her. “I know you’re nervous about the idea of living together. I’m not trying to force you into anything you’re not ready for. I never thought I’d trust again, and then here you are. I didn’t see myself living with anyone else, except Kenzie, and now…”

      She folded her hands in her lap. “Now you’re okay with Kenzie living with me, too?”

      He frowned. “Of course I am. Why wouldn’t I be?”

      She rubbed her palms together. “What about her mom?”

      “She knows Kenzie likes you. Likes staying over here—”

      “Because of Waffles,” she interjected.

      He laughed and sat next to her. “And she knows she’s safe with you. If it’s something we decide to do, I’ll talk to her, but it’s not ultimately her decision. It’s ours.” He took her hand and pressed it against his chest. “And I know what I want. I want to start a life with you.”

      Grace swallowed hard, searching his eyes for answers she was too scared to ask, but he just smiled back at her.

      “Where?” Grace murmured. “Here?”

      “Here? Yeah. Sure. Wherever you want—in Tall Pines, of course, for Kenzie. We can get a new place, if you prefer—”

      She shook her head. “I love it here. This is my home. The first real home I’ve ever had.”

      He nodded and kissed the back of her hand. “Then you just have to decide if you want it to be mine, too, with Kenzie every other weekend.”

      I want it. I want that future, but I don’t know if I’m ready now…

      She stared into his eyes. “I need time.”

      “Then, I’ll give you time. I want you to have what you need. You bring it up if and when you’re ready.” He kissed the back of her hand again. “But for now, what do you say we reconnect?”

      “I like the sounds of that.”

      Mac frowned.

      “What?” Grace asked.

      “Did you hear that?” he asked, cocking his head to the side.

      Grace frowned, and stood from the bed, peering down the hall as Mac stood.

      A snapping sound came from down the hall, like a newspaper being crinkled—or a plastic bag of some sort.

      “Is Waffles getting into something?” Mac asked.

      Grace grabbed her sidearm from her nightstand and Mac frowned at her, exchanging a glance before Grace started for the hallway.

      “Hey,” he whispered, joining her side, and holding his hand out for the gun.

      She gave it to him, taking a deep breath of something smokey, and he crept down the hallway. She went at his pace, the crackling sound getting louder as they approached the entryway to the kitchen.

      They both peered in, but nothing was amiss.

      Mac continued on, stopping in the opening before the front door. Grace peered around him as flames rose from the living room couch, up the wall behind it, along the curtains, and across the front hall floor, blocking the front door.

      Smoke rose, filling the room, and billowed out into the hallway.

      The fire grew, reflected in Mac’s eyes as her heart raced.

      Someone set my house on fire.
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      Madigan stood in the visitor parking lot of Amherst Prison by her bike as the streetlights came on in the foggy early evening. She held the plastic shopping bag of John’s personal belongings they’d given her.

      This is it—what’s left of what John had.

      She thought about tucking it into her bag, saving a look-through of items for when she was home, but home was where Jack would be waiting for her, and going through John’s things was something she needed to do alone.

      No one understood the unspoken bond they’d shared from Warbler Way. The few people who knew of him knew the pain John had brought her, but they couldn’t feel the peace and relief she’d been given, feeling seen and understood by someone.

      It was a feeling she shared with Grace—thought Grace would understand—but be it work, caution, or skepticism, Grace wasn’t able to look past John’s actions to see who he really was.

      He was a child like we were, brought into that family, raised in a way we were subjected to for only a few years. He was who he was because of – and despite – his upbringing. We’re all built from the experiences we’ve lived, the people we’ve known, and the challenges we’ve survived. You were so close to a better future, John.

      You just wanted to do good.

      She tugged the plastic open and pulled out his brown wallet. She thumbed through his plastic bank cards, and an old gym card membership, stopping to pull out his driver’s license. On it was his picture from before Lily had passed, back when he’d started to clean his life up. It left a lump to her throat.

      His eyes stared back at her like they did that day she approached him in his driveway, the first time they spoke.

      “Sir,” she’d said, holding her phone in front of her, ready to get a quote. “I’m with the Tall Pines Gazette. Are you related to the victim?”

      John had glanced her way over his shoulder, squinting into the bushes before fumbling with his keys and turning back to the door.

      The Amherst news crew had arrived and a small group formed, shouting questions at him while the officer held his arms out, keeping them away from the tape.

      “Sir, were you there when the victim died?” she asked, having heard Thane’s voice ask the same question in the crowd moments before.

      “Please,” he said, “leave me alone.”

      Whoever it was, she’d thought, the victim meant something to him.

      She remembered the news crews that hounded her after she was released from the hospital following her accident with Drew.

      I heard the pain in his voice that night—a pain that never really left.

      “I’m sorry.” She’d lowered her cell phone. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      John had opened the door, but hesitated. “She was my fiancée,” he said, turning around to face her.

      “Do you live here?” she asked, holding her cell phone out toward him again.

      He nodded, looking back at the house.

      With her phone in her hand, she felt silly. A pest bothering a man who’d just lost his fiancée. Or a man who’d just murdered her?

      “What’s your name?” she asked.

      Most people liked to talk about themselves. It always led to something else.

      “John Talbot. Listen, I have to go.”

      “John. What was her name? Please?”

      “Lily,” he said, staring at the ground.

      Madigan remembered the tattoo of a Lily he’d had that she’d discovered later.

      They’re together, now.

      “Do you think I could talk to you sometime?” she’d asked. “Interview you for the paper?”

      “I don’t think it’s a good idea.” He shook his head and grabbed the handle inside the door before getting into the car.

      The tattoo on his left forearm above his watch caught her eye.

      A black scorpion. She knew she’d seen it before.

      He shut the door, and before he left, he glanced at her through the window.

      She’d wondered if she knew him, looking into his eyes, feeling that air of familiarity.

      “I don’t even have a picture of you, besides this one,” she whispered to the on photo his I.D. card “But Thom Hanks at the bait and tackle shop does. I’ll have to go by and see him for you. Let him know what he meant to you, in case he doesn’t already know. You told me he was like family to you. Like family. I guess that’s what we were, too.”

      It was what some special people could become, she’d learned.

      Family.

      She sniffled and tucked the I.D. back in, fishing her hand around in the bag, sliding her fingers along a plain, cheap watch, toward the only other item. A little white envelope with a card.

      She opened it and frowned, studying the Happy Birthday message on the front with pink flowers. She opened the card and saw her name at the top.

      Happy Birthday, Madigan

      May all your wishes come true, was scrawled in a beautiful gold cursive font created by the store, but a scribbled note in blue ink sat below.

      Sorry I can’t go back home to celebrate with you, but you have your memories, and that’s all you need now.

      She frowned and re-read it before continuing, concerned it had been a mistake until she remembered his words.

      He said my dream about Eli in the kitchen was a memory. That it’s where he kept things safe until he needed them.

      She read the card again.

      Can’t go home? Does he mean back to Warbler Way?

      You have your memories, and that’s all you need now.

      He knows I’m in danger. I think he wants me to find whatever Eli had in the kitchen.

      She glanced around her and finished reading the sign off. “Until we meet again, John.”

      Her chest heaved as she clutched the card, her hands shaking.

      He’s sending me there, one last time. Back where it all started for us—but he’s still just trying to help.

      She put her helmet on and got on her bike, heading a few blocks south to their old neighbourhood. She rode by Vic’s street, past and present colliding as she thought of him. Of the date they’d made for the next morning, back when things seemed to be going right for once. That was briefly the biggest worry on her mind.

      She arrived on the street in front of the row of dilapidated houses, abandoned years ago. Grace told her the city planned to tear them down to keep everyone safe, including the homeless that squatted there.

      As she got off her bike, helmet in hand, the memory of Eli being taken away by the police at the end of the driveway returned.

      The overwhelming feelings of guilt, shame, relief, and hostility she’d felt from Evette’s sharp tongue that day as he was hauled away swirled inside her once more as she walked up the driveway.

      She braced herself to find people inside as she ducked through the open, abandoned garage, into darkness.

      We were never allowed in here alone unless we were summoned by Eli for one of his tasks.

      She ambled toward the door and turned the cold, metal handle, entering the dark, first-floor hallway from her dreams. It smelled of urine and mold.

      Goosebumps spread across her arms with each step she took down the hallway, paint chipped away from the walls. John had walked that same path, where he’d pulled Valerie from the kitchen and dragged her through the door she entered.

      She stepped cautiously toward the kitchen, the floor creaking beneath her with each step, and peeked around the corner, just as she had in her dream. It was devoid of furniture and appliances. No table, or knock-off Tiffany light. Just the shell of memories that would only ever come alive inside her head again.

      The nights of hunger. The chaotic mornings, trying to get ready for school while Eli and Evette were passed out somewhere. The afternoons spent alone, baking birthday cakes for each other, never quite content, but doing their best to conjure normalcy any time they could.

      She thought about the banging—remembered the hammer-like sound in her dreams and walked along the creaking wooden floorboards until she stopped at the old spot the table used to be.

      In the nightmare, Eli looked up at her from that very spot she stood, right beside the table, where he knelt with a hammer. She knelt on the wooden floor as he had and pried at the surrounding boards until one felt loose.

      Without a hammer or any other tools, she worked at the board with her bare fingers, tugging and twisting.

      We were trapped here, holed up tight like this. We never thought escape was possible until that day with Morelli—when she believed me—believed in us. It just takes one chance—one person to make a difference.

      I never thought I’d be back here again.

      She yanked until the board pulled away with nails complaining out of each end.

      There, in the dark underbelly of the house that held her nightmares, sat a gray box the size of a thick, paperback novel.

      She grabbed it and ran from the kitchen, through the garage, and shoved it in her bag. She mounted the bike, clutching her helmet.

      Grace needs to see this. John said if I ever found out anything to take it to Grace. She’ll know what to do.

      Her phone buzzed against her side and she grabbed it.

      Jack.

      She looked back at the house, as if her past ghosts would pursue her down the drive if she didn’t leave. Chills bit at her neck as she steeled herself before answering the call. “Hey,” she took a deep breath, “sorry, I might be a little late—”

      Her heart pounded in her ears.

      “Madigan.” His serious, low tone made her pause, holding her breath. “I just got a call that there’s a fire at Grace’s. I’m on my way there—”

      A weight plunged through her chest to her stomach.

      “Wait, what? Is she okay?”

      “I don’t know. A neighbour walking by saw a man leaving the premises and a fire in the front room. I’m five minutes out.”

      “Call me when you get there. I’m on my way.”

      “I will.”

      As soon as she hung up, she pulled on her helmet and rode hard down the dark streets of Amherst, the bag clutched at her side.

      She was so worried about me, she didn’t think about herself. Or maybe she knew.

      She’ll be okay. She has to be okay. Maybe John knew, too, and this box is the only way to make it stop.

      She recalled the card as she approached the bridge over Bones Bay.

      Everything you need is in your memories. Let’s hope you’re right, John.
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      Grace pressed her hand against Mac’s back as the smoke billowed from the living room toward them into the kitchen.

      “Back door,” Grace gasped, involuntarily inhaling the smoke.

      Mac led the way to until they reached the kitchen, and Grace stopped, swiveling around.

      “Waffles,” she called, scanning the floor.

      Mac raced to the edge of the living room, stopping just before the flames. Grace waited as he scanned the room, his arm over his mouth and nose.

      “Here kitty,” Mac called, coughing.

      “If he’s under the couch he won’t come out.” Grace met Mac, the heat of the flames licking at her face, and she covered her mouth with her hand as they crouched low, the smoke burning her eyes. “Treats.” She ran to the counter, calling, “Treats, Waffles.”

      She took a bag from the cupboard and shook it.

      Waffles came darting out of the living room, around the flames, to Grace holding the bag. Mac joined them by the back door. Grace picked Waffles up and carried him out.

      They took deep, greedy breaths of fresh air as Waffles nibbled at the treat in her fingers.

      Mac kept the gun out, scanning the property. “Go to the neighbour’s. Call it in.”

      He swept around the front of the house. Grace followed, jogging across the front yard toward the street, parting ways with him as sirens wailed in the distance.

      “Grace!” her neighbour, Pearl, called from the front lawn as Mac approached. “They’re on their way. There was a man in your house!” Pearl looked from Grace to Mac, her eyes wide as she noticed the gun in his hand. “He had a ski mask on. I saw him leave, and then I saw the fire. I called the fire department.”

      Mac lowered his gun. “Where did he go?”

      “Toward the street,” she pointed down Rosebank Drive.

      “By car?” Mac asked.

      “He was running.” Pearl turned toward the entrance of the street. “I think he got in a white van parked over by Main Street, but it’s hard to see that far away.”

      “How long ago?” Mac asked.

      “Five minutes, maybe?” The flames from the fire reflected off Pearl’s glasses, and all three turned toward the house. “Oh, Grace, I’m so sorry.”

      Through the front living room window, flames engulfed the home.

      Mac holstered the gun and joined Grace’s side as the front window broke, the shattering sound quickly replaced by the feeding roar of flame.

      A firetruck’s wail came from somewhere out of sight before it turned the corner, down Rosebank Drive toward them.

      “They’re going to stop it before it spreads,” Mac said, wrapping his arm around her. She hadn’t realized she was trembling until his stabilizing stance stopped her. He turned to Pearl. “Where were they coming from? When you saw them leave.”

      “The front door.” Pearl pointed to it.

      Some of the firemen hopped out of the truck.

      “I didn’t lock it behind you.” Grace turned to Mac. “They walked right in the front door.”

      The hitman drove a white, unmarked van. It’s not a coincidence, but why just start a fire? Why not catch us off guard and kill us?

      “Maybe,” she said, as the firemen ushered the three of them toward the road.

      They stumbled off the curb, and turned back toward the house. Flames climbed out the living room window, melting and consuming the eavestroughs as the firemen pulled the hose toward the front yard. Another activated the nearby hydrant.

      This is a warning. It has to be.

      And my files.

      “I left my files in the living room.” She whispered to Mac and he returned her concerned expression.

      “Just copies, right?”

      She nodded.

      “Everybody, stay back,” the fireman called, holding the hose.

      “Cooper!” Mac called to him.

      “Mac!” he turned toward them as another fireman grabbed the hose from close behind him. “This your house?”

      “It’s mine.” Grace couldn’t take her eyes off the flames engulfing the front room.

      They want to make sure I know I’m not safe here.

      Nowhere is safe.
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      As Madigan rolled to a stop down Rosebank Drive, the house at the corner of the street sat dark, marked with soot and fire’s char across the front.  She parked across the street from the firetruck and raced past the group gathered on Rosebank Drive, past the reporters, searching for her sister. Thane’s eyes lit up as she spotted him, and he nodded once to her, raising one eyebrow as if to ask what she was doing there.

      Beyond him, by the front of the firetruck, Mac had his arm around Grace.

      Grace is okay. They’re safe.

      “Grace,” she released the wild yelp of relief.

      “Hey,” Jack broke away from a conversation with a fireman by the curb.

      He rushed through the crowd to her side and grabbed her hand, pointing to the other side of the truck where Grace and Mac stood, speaking to Chief Banning.

      “They’re okay?” she asked, pulling his hand along toward her sister, feeling some resistance.

      “They’re okay. Just give them a sec.”

      Her expression questioned why she couldn’t see her sister right away. The concern in his eyes as she opened her mouth caused her breath to catch in her throat.

      He wrapped her in a hug, whispering to her, “They got out before it got past the living room. There was minimal damage to the rest of the house.”

      She pulled out of his embrace. “How did it happen?”

      He shook his head. “Not sure yet.”

      The urge to run to Grace for answers pulled her closer to her sister, taking steps away from Jack as she evaluated the situation.

      Grace looks serious. Angry? Jack’s right. I need to give her space—then I need to talk to her—alone.

      The weight of the box in her bag pulled at her side. She stared at the trio with Jack, waiting until her presence caught Grace’s attention, hoping it would soon.

      “And Malone and Vila will canvass for footage of the van.” Grace finished, tapping Mac’s arm before walking toward Madigan. Madigan ran to her, throwing her arms around Grace, squeezing her tightly as Grace did the same.

      “I’m so glad you’re okay.” Madigan took a deep breath, inhaling the smokey scent off her sister. “You’re okay, right?” She pulled back and appraised Grace.

      Grace nodded. “Inhaled a little smoke. Nothing lasting. We got Waffles out.” She nodded to a woman with glasses, holding the cat in her arms. Grace turned back to Mac, muttering, “I’m so glad Kenzie wasn’t with us.”

      “What happened?” Madigan asked.

      “I think it’s case-related.” Grace stepped aside and nodded toward the neighbour’s lawn, the back end of the firetruck shielding them from the crowd. “It could have been an effort to see what we know. It might have been to scare me, or burn me alive, but I think it’s the former. If they wanted to kill me, they’d have done something else.” Her gaze drifted, and Madigan wondered what the something else was.

      “Grace, I found something I need to show you.” Madigan scanned the crowds of people scattered along the street. “Not here.”

      “What is it?” Grace muttered, keeping her voice from prying ears. “I can’t leave right now. This is a crime scene.”

      Madigan nodded for Grace to follow, checking to make sure she was close behind, albeit reluctantly. She led her through the crowd of people, across the lawn, under the trellis of roses, and into Grace’s backyard. Once she scanned the property, sure they were alone, she pulled the box from her bag.

      “What is it?” Grace asked. “A security box?”

      Madigan used the key from John’s wallet to open the top.

      The box’s only content: a mini camcorder tape.

      “Madigan, what is this?”

      “Do you have a neighbour with a camcorder or a VCR?” Madigan asked.

      Grace frowned while nodding slowly. “My neighbour with Waffles will have one. Can you just tell me what it is?”

      “I don’t even know,” Madigan muttered. “John left me his things. I went and picked them up, and he left me this clue that led back to the house. It was just like my dreams were trying to tell me something—”

      “What house?” Graced asked, but the look in her eyes told Madigan she already knew.

      “Warbler Way.”

      Grace grabbed her arm with a frigid cold. “You went back there?”

      “I had to. You told me I could be in danger. John knew I was, too, so he left me a way to get out of it. I don’t know what it is—but this might be it.”

      “He got you into this,” Grace hissed.

      Madigan shook her head and shrugged. “I did it. It’s already done. You can be upset with me, and even John for that matter – later. I think we need to see whatever’s on this tape.”

      Grace took a deep breath and turned over her shoulder, scanning the yard before closing the lid to the box and taking it.

      “I’ll watch as soon as I can, but right now,” she took a step closer, “I need you to go.” Madigan frowned, searching her face for answers as Grace hesitated. “You can’t tell anyone where you’re going, and it can’t be in Tall Pines or Amherst. It has to be somewhere else, and you don’t go out, and you don’t make any calls. The only call you answer is mine.”

      “I don’t want to leave you,” Madigan said. A chill coastal wind sent shivers across the back of her neck. Her hair blew across her face.

      “I don’t want you to either.” Tears welled up in Grace’s eyes. “But you have to. For me. If this is what you—we—hope it is—” She lifted the box slightly. “Then it’ll only be for a few days. If it’s longer, I’ll be in touch. Promise me—you leave tonight. Don’t tell anyone. Not even Jack. These people will go after family—loved ones. We know that. I’ll make sure he knows you’re safe. You promise?”

      Madigan nodded and gripped the pendant of her necklace. “I promise.”

      Grace clutched at her own pendant and nodded. “I’m going to end this.”

      Madigan nodded and Grace left her side, walking back toward the side of the house.

      I almost lost her tonight and she’s scared to lose me. I want to be there for her—but I’ll never break a promise to her.

      Where will I go?

      As she strode toward the front yard, she recalled a place she’d been to where people disappeared. A place she never thought she’d return.

      South Bend.
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      Pearl led Grace and Mac into her den and waited by the door as Mac plugged Pearl’s camcorder into the TV and slipped the tape inside.

      “Thank you for helping, Pearl.” Grace smiled at Waffles, still in her arms. “We just need some privacy.”

      “Of course,” she nodded. “If you need a place to stay, you’re welcome here. Both of you.”

      “That’s very generous.” Grace turned to Mac.

      “Grace is staying with me.” Mac told Pearl and met Grace’s gaze. “Right?”

      She smiled warmly at him and nodded.

      Pearl left the room.

      Grace and Mac sat before the TV. He pressed play on the camcorder and a whirl of shadows crossed the screen. Grace squinted as Mac leaned in, trying to decipher the shadows on the shaky camera footage.

      A bright, warm light glowed in the distance. A window of a house in a neighbourhood.

      The cameraman approached from what looked to be the backyard and stopped just a few feet from the house, the frame of the camera pointed at the grass.

      “Who was in there?” Mac muttered.

      “I didn’t see anyone.” Grace frowned, leaning in closer. “It was too shaky. We’ll rewind after.”

      Mac nodded as they continued staring at the grass; the camera held steadier, now. They watched in silence for almost a minute before the camera focused on the window again. Three people sat in a living room.

      A man and woman about Mac and Grace’s ages, and a young boy who looked a little order than Kenzie.

      “What is he doing?” Mac muttered.

      A light blue glow reflected on their faces gave Grace her answer.

      “They’re watching TV.” Grace said.

      “Do you recognize them?” Mac asked.

      Grace shook her head. “I didn’t know them.”

      A knock at the door—the sound hollow through the open window. The man stood. As he rounded the couch, he faced the camera for a moment, jogging Grace’s memory.

      “That’s him,” she hissed. “This is the family. Oh, Mac, this is one of the families that died in the murder-suicide in Amherst twenty years ago.”

      “Hey,” a man hollered. A crash echoed from somewhere within. The woman stood from the couch.

      A quick flash and loud bang in the living room came before the woman dropped to the floor and the little boy screamed out of frame.

      “I can’t watch,” Grace muttered, closing her eyes and turning her head as another bang made her jump.

      “Please, no,” the man shouted. “God, no, don’t—”

      The third bang, and Grace opened her eyes as the father fell to the floor by his family. A man in a ski mask stood over them. Another man in a ski mask walked into the frame with a gun, and bent down next to the father. He wrapped the gun it his hands.

      “Did Ray ask for us to wait until he…”

      Grace noticed the father still twitching on the floor.

      “This was the hit Ray Clarke ordered,” she whispered. “Those men could be…”

      The man just staring lifted his mask, shaking his head, and pressed his hand to his mouth. He was young, and as he turned, Grace recognized Matthew Haines.

      “Leave your mask on,” the other man said. “He’s twitching.”

      “They’re dead, Eli. Look at ‘em.”

      Eli? If Eli is in there, who’s recording this video?

      “When did you grow a conscience, huh?” Eli asked and pushed by him. “Come on. Let’s tell Carey it’s done. He’ll get word to Ray.”

      Matthew pulled his mask back on, but he didn’t move. He couldn’t stop staring at the bodies.

      “Come on you prick,” Eli shouted at him. “We gotta go now before the cops get here.”

      They walked through the house, toward the camera, then disappeared from frame as a back and forth rocking motion over the grass. A man panted. The tape went black.

      “Someone intended to blackmail,” Grace said. “Madigan said she retrieved this from the house on Warbler Way. She made it sound like Eli kept it… but I think it was John.”

      Grace crouched by the camcorder and pressed rewind. As the frame moved up to the window, she paused it, catching a reflection in the darkness.

      She recognized a young John, with dark, spiky hair.

      He did it. Madigan was right. He has the proof we need to stop this.

      Mac turned to her. “We have to show the Chief.”

      “No.” Grace turned back to him. “Colette. I have to get the tape to him. He’s the only one who can know.”

      Mac cocked his head to the side. “What about Greer?”

      “Someone’s been one step ahead,” Grace said in a hushed tone. “Someone on the inside. Colette’s been working on this for practically his whole career. He has everything at stake. I’m calling him now.”

      She took out the tape and called Colette, staring at it in her hand.

      “Sheppard?” he asked in a confused voice.

      “I have something you’re going to want to see. Something about the case.”

      “I told you, you’re off,” Colette huffed.

      “It’s video evidence of one of the families murdered. It implicates Ray Clarke.”

      “What? How?”

      “It was blackmail John Talbot kept and never used. Maybe he forgot about it, but I think he was too scared to use it against Ray. It was abandoned with the house after Eli was taken to jail and Evette left.”

      “How did you get it? Where is it now?”

      “I have it here.”

      “How did John—” A voice in the background asked for Sarge. Greer? “Give me a minute. I’ll meet you out front,” Colette called to him. “Listen, Sheppard, you need to bring that in right now. You come straight here,” Colette whispered. “This could be it. If you have what you think you do, this could blow it wide open.”

      “On my way now.” Grace nodded to Mac and he followed her out of the house, toward the street. “You tell no one.”

      “Understood,” Grace said and hung up, turning to Mac in the middle of Pearl’s front lawn. “I have to go alone.”

      Mac shook his head. “Not a chance. I’m not letting you out of my sight after tonight.”

      “I’m just going to the department,” she said, clutching the box with the cassette. “I’ll go straight there, then come to your place.”

      “I know you’re fully capable of going on your own,” he said, hands on his hips. “This is for me. I want to know you’re okay. I want to be with you, Grace.”

      She heaved a sigh, shaking her head. “I appreciate that but—”

      “Wouldn’t you want the same?” he asked, staring at her with vulnerability in his eyes. “After what we just went through, knowing what you know now about the dangers of this investigation, wouldn’t you want to know I was okay?”

      “Yes.” Her answer, simple and confident, came quickly.

      “We’re partners, Grace.” His low voice held a confidence she needed.

      “We are,” she echoed back.

      “Then let’s go.” Mac started for his car.

      “Mac!” she called, and he stopped. “We go in mine.”

      They jogged to her driveway and got in, backing out and slowing as they passed the firetruck.

      Grace rolled her window down and shouted to Banning, “We’ll be back.”

      Banning stared with a shocked expression as they drove down Rosebank Drive.

      Grace caught her breath as they approached the corner and Mac set the box in his lap. She felt his eyes on her, his strong presence a much-needed comfort.

      “Mac?” She turned to him as she pressed her foot on the brake pedal, stopping well before the stop sign. “I want to live with you,” she said, breathlessly. “It’s not because of the fire. You’re my partner in work and I want the same in life, too. I’ve just been scared things will change.”

      Mac rested his hand on her leg. “They will. Most things change, but we can get through it together. I know you’ve been afraid. I don’t take this lightly. I’ve never known a stronger, more capable woman, and there’s no one else I’d rather spend my life with.”

      They exchanged a knowing look before she drove on and turned the corner, heading toward the highway, Amherst, and her new life with a partner exactly where he was meant to be.

      By her side.
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      Madigan spotted Jack from the corner of her eye, talking to Chief Banning after Grace and Mac disappeared into the neighbour’s home.

      I hope whatever’s on that tape helps. John wouldn’t have sent me there for nothing.

      Instead of walking toward Jack to say goodbye, she continued to the road.

      It’s better if he doesn’t ask questions. Grace said she’ll fill him in. If there were people here setting fire to the house, they could be watching right now. I’m not endangering Jack. I got myself into this. That’s on me.

      “Madigan.” Jack’s voice cut through the crowd behind her, and she turned over her shoulder. He jogged to the curb, meeting her at her bike. “Are you leaving?”

      She nodded, pulling her helmet on.

      “Where’s Grace?” he asked, scanning the street.

      “She’s okay. Busy figuring out what’s going on.”

      “Oh, okay…” He rested his hands on his hips, a perplexed look coming over him. “I’m still coming over, right?”

      Keep it short and simple. No time for questions or second-guessing.

      She swung her leg over the bike and took her seat. “Not tonight. It’s just not a good night, okay?”

      He seemed to run his tongue along his teeth inside his closed mouth as he stared past her, down the street, and back at her again with a cooler expression. “You’re doing it again. You’re pushing me away when I just want to be there for you.”

      “No, it’s not like that—”

      He ran his fingers through his short, dark hair and tugged at the end of his strands. “It’s exactly like that. You said you’d stop, and I believed you. I thought it was getting better—”

      Her chest tightened with guilt and frustration.

      “It is,” she raised her voice. “Please.” She took a deep breath and spoke softly, “Just not tonight.”

      He dropped his hands to his sides and stared at her for a moment, unblinking. His eyes pled with her to reconsider. Everything they’d worked toward hung by a thread. She’d never felt an urge as strong as she did then, not even in her youth, to let him know she wanted him.

      “Maybe this is just how it’s going to be.” Jack shoved his hands in his pockets. “I think you’ve proven you don’t need me—or anyone—but I don’t think you really want me, either.”

      “That’s not true,” she whispered under her breath.

      I could ask him to come with me right now. He probably would, but then, he’d be in danger, too. I can’t. I have to go.

      He stepped back as she rolled forward, giving him one last look as she rode away.

      She turned onto Main Street full of guilt and regret. Her body shook. She took long, deep breaths and focused on Buster, and how she’d take him with her. She couldn’t fathom leaving him behind.

      Focus on getting Buster and getting away, like I promised Grace.

      As she rounded the corner of Maria’s store, she decided to ask Vic if she could use his truck for a few days for some errands. It was the only person she could think of who’d help her, no questions asked.

      She’d have to go back to the city, trade the bike for the truck, and bring it back to Amherst to pick up Buster. It would take less than two hours.

      She turned off the bike and rolled down her lane, toward the Airstream, over the worn dirt path. She took her helmet off, grabbing her cell phone, hoping to see a text from Jack, letting her know he was there if she needed him, but there were no new messages. Her heart sank.

      She tapped Vic’s number, got off the bike, and pressed it to her ear, waiting for Buster to come bounding out to greet her as the phone rang.

      “Madigan, hey,” he said.

      “Hi. I need to ask you for a favour.”

      “I told you, it’s all up to you. If you don’t want to read the results tomorrow—if you’re not ready—I’m good with that. We don’t ever have to do it—”

      “I was just going to ask if I can borrow your truck. Tonight. For the week.” I hope it doesn’t take that long. “Please.”

      “Certainly. Fill her up before you bring her back, and we’re gold.”

      She heaved a sigh of relief. “Thank you. About tomorrow… can we reschedule?”

      “Sure thing. Like I said. This is your call. I’m just along for the ride.”

      He really is.

      “Thank you. I’ll drop my bike off. On my way now.”

      “See you soon.”

      She ended the call and marched to the trailer. “Buster! You want out before I leave?”

      The door opened and Madigan blinked, backing away as a man with a ski mask walked out. He had a gun trained on her.

      Her gaze fell to the floor of the trailer, scanning it for Buster, and looking back up at the man. He stepped aside of the door and motioned to it with the gun.

      “You’re going to get inside and sit at the table,” he said in a low, husky voice. “You’re going to stay quiet.”

      “Where’s my dog?” she asked, her voice shaking with anger.

      “He’s around the corner with my guy. He’s what you’d call a real animal lover, so the dog is safe with him. I’d hate to have to pay them a visit …”

      She remembered a white cube van parked in Maria’s store lot. She couldn’t run; she had nowhere to go and nothing to do but comply. The thought of Buster trapped helped motivate her steps into the trailer. The gun remained on her, now at her back.

      She sat at the table, scanning for anything that could be used a weapon.

      “Don’t bother.” He sounded older and bored. “All the knives are gone. No scissors, either.” He closed the door behind them. “No guard dog.” He took a step closer. “No way out, except to do as I say. Now, hold still.”

      Her heart raced in her ears with each inexorable step he took, reaching his black gloved hands out toward her.
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      The bumper-to-bumper traffic over the Bones Bay bridge dissipated as they got to the other end. Mac stared at the box in his lap. “I can’t believe Madigan found this.”

      “I can,” Grace said on exhale. “She’s resourceful, and where there’s a will, she’ll find a way. I know the potential value of what you’re holding—still, I can’t help but wish she hadn’t followed John’s clues to find it. Even in death, he drags her into trouble.”

      Mac pursed his lips, studying her before looking back at the box. “That’s why you did the right thing, asking her to leave.”

      “I can’t shake the feeling that I should have stayed with her somehow. Or brought her with us.”

      “You weren’t even going to bring me, and now you’re ready to add her on this road trip?”

      “No, I’m not – I just hope that Colette will finally be able to have the evidence he needs to present a case that can go to court against the Clarkes. Who knows what else could come out? Who knows how many other victims went to ground because Ray and Mickey have never been held accountable.”

      “This is big,” Mac said with a strained tone. “You were taken off the case, and here you are, riding in with the evidence that could bring the most dangerous men in Amherst down.”

      “And John’s the one responsible for it.” She shook her head, readjusting her grip in the steering wheel.

      Her cell phone vibrated at her side and she went to reach for the Bluetooth button, anticipating a call from Colette asking about the holdup, but it stopped vibrating after the first buzz. She grabbed her phone and turned her attention from the road as they exited the bridge into Amherst, to the new message.

      A photo of Madigan with a gag in her mouth, her wrists tied together, and anger in her eyes as she stared up at the person taking the picture.

      The old lumber mill by the industrial complex.

      Eleven.

      Bring the box, come alone, and she lives.

      “Grace!” Mac called and she stepped on the break inches away from the car in front of them.

      “They have Madigan,” she gasped, and he grabbed her phone. Her heart raced as she tried to regain control of her breathing. The car behind them honked twice. “I don’t know how they know about the box. They must have been following her, maybe this whole time.”

      Mac’s eyes opened wider as he read the text. “The lumber mill? That place has been abandoned for at least a decade.”

      “I’m doing it,” Grace said with a shaky voice. “We’re going there. We’re handing it over as soon as they prove Madigan’s safe.”

      “We have to make sure you’re protected. We can make it look like you’re alone, but we’ll find a vantage point for me.”

      She shook her head, no. “If they know I brought someone, they could…” Her gaze flashed to the phone and back to the road. “I can’t risk it. I can’t risk her life. I have to go alone.”

      “Grace, you’ve seen the tape. They won’t let you leave. I can’t let you do it alone. We have half an hour. We go there now, we find a place for me on foot, and they won’t know.”

      Grace clenched her fingers around the steering wheel, checking in the rearview. “We’re probably being followed, too. They know we’re together. I have to drop you off somewhere—”

      “No—”

      “And then, you find your way to the lumber mill.”

      He shifted in his seat and made a huffing noise. “I don’t think we should split up yet.”

      “It’s our best option,” she said. “Please, don’t argue. It’s hard to think after seeing that—how they have her—knowing the types of men who work for the Clarkes—"

      “Keep focused on the plan.” His calm voice brought her back into a focused state. “What else can we do?”

      “I need to let Colette know… wait, Mac, how do they know what’s in the box is a threat to them? They could have seen Madigan take it, watched her give it to me, but they weren’t in the house with us when we played it. No one was around us when I made the call to Colette.”

      They exchanged a look.

      “It’s Colette.” She smacked her hand against the wheel. “He’s the only person who had any idea what was on these tapes. It’s the only possible answer, isn’t it?”

      “If you’re right, maybe I can contact the P.D. and go around him. Let someone know—”

      “Then, it’s out of our control. I’m not putting my sister’s life in anyone else’s hands.”

      “Think about it. They could bring in a team—”

      “One signal from the Clarkes or Colette, they’ll kill Madigan. They’ll do it, Mac.”

      He didn’t respond. There was no argument to be made.

      “We do it your way, then.” Mac said. “I have faith in you. We can do this.”

      “We have to.”
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      The tape across her lips felt suffocating, and she couldn’t catch her breath as the man finished taking her pictures. He gave her one last look before opening the door and stepping outside, leaving her in the dark trailer alone.

      Buster must be so confused. When I don’t come to Vic’s, maybe he’ll come here. That could be too late. I need to get us out of this.

      She twisted at the tape around her wrists, trying to remember the advice she’d been given in her self-defense classes she took after the break-in at Grace’s. Buster helped to save her, that time.

      She pressed her hands together and forced them in opposite directions, but it burned against her wrists.

      “…thought you wanted… keep her here?” the man said. “What? When?”

      Madigan stopped moving and leaned toward the door.

      “Fine. The lumber mill?” He paused for a moment and she thought the call was over until he spoke again. “Are you telling me the trade-off’s real?”

      Trade-off. He’s going to bring me somewhere to trade me for something.

      The box.

      Grace.

      “That’s messy, if you ask me,” he said. “Why don’t you just tell him to let me do things my way. It’s worked so far, hasn’t it?” She twisted her hands in opposite directions, her skin red and burning as she held her breath, listening. “Yeah. No loose ends.”

      She froze and waited, her hands shaking.

      He barged back into the trailer and stopped by the counter, staring down at her.

      “Mmm,” she grunted, hoping he’d take off the tape to let her speak.

      His cold eyes remained on hers as he shook his head, no.

      If he takes me for the trade-off—gets me where I need to be—I’ll have less of a chance than I do now. I can’t let him put us in that position.

      “Mh-mm,” she grunted again.

      “Have to go to the bathroom?” he asked. “You’re not going anywhere unless I take you.”

      “Mm-mm.” She shook her head no.

      His head appeared to cock slightly to the side. “She doesn’t want to use the bathroom. Huh. Do you have a question for me?”

      He’s distracted.

      She shook her head and pressed the middle of the tape holding her hands together beneath the table, against one of the sides of the legs.

      His eyes seemed to smile. “You want to tell me something.”

      He’s most intrigued by that.

      She nodded, pressing her full weight against the tape on the corner of the table without taking her eyes off him.

      “You can’t make a difference here, Madigan. You can’t pay your way out of this. Not that you could afford it, with these fine accommodations. That’s why I’m the man for this job. I don’t negotiate. There’s one thing I’ll do. If you’re very, very good for me, and you do what I ask…” He leaned in toward her. “I promise…” His eyes brightened; he was enjoying this. “You won’t see it coming.”

      “Mmm,” Madigan screamed, pushing off the couch toward him.

      He pointed the gun at her and she stopped, huffing, trying to catch her breath.

      If he needs me for the trade-off, he might not be allowed to kill me yet.

      “Sit back down,” he said. “You think you’re brave. Maybe you are. Only one other person tried to come at me like that, knowing I had a gun. A woman. She suffered for trying. She didn’t try again. That’s to say, I don’t have to kill you to stop you from making trouble for me. Remember that.”

      He leaned against her counter, checking his phone and staring at her again. “Your sister must be frightened after seeing that picture of you.” The amusement in his tone floored her.

      The corner of the table wasn’t helping, and without much time, she focused on anything she could use on her way out.

      Nothing on the table.

      Nothing on the counter.

      If I break something, maybe I can cut the tape.

      Her eyes scanned the trailer around the door for something she could grab without him noticing.

      “How about this – you try something again, and I’ll give the signal to my friend in the van with your dog.”

      She scowled up at him.

      The next thing I try has to work.

      No room for error.
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      Grace sat in her parked car alone, eyeing the box on the passenger’s seat as she unclipped her necklace and held it up before her.

      We’ll always find each other.

      It was an unspoken promise she’d fulfilled when John had used Madigan to escape from police custody and brought her to the fairgrounds—to the place he’d buried Valerie Hall. Madigan had left her necklace on a tree branch that night, leading Grace in the right direction.

      “We’ll always find each other,” Grace muttered.

      Her hands shook as she wrapped the necklace around her rearview mirror and clasped the ends of the chain together once more. It dangled before her in the dark shadows of the alley beside the industrial building.

      She’ll find it if I don’t make it, and she’ll know what it means.

      She grabbed the box and stepped out of the car, closing the door gently behind her. The damp chill of night air kissed her neck, suddenly naked and too exposed without the necklace. She jogged down the alley and stopped before the side door of the the old lumber mill clutching the box in both hands. Mac’s last words to her echoed in her mind.

      I’ve got your back.

      She trusted that he would—as much as he could—but couldn’t shake the guilt for involving him in the deadly situation.

      He’s ready to die for me, for Madigan, for the job… but I’m not ready to let Kenzie grow up without a father.

      Adrenaline rushed through her body, but she used her training to focus, channeling it to the task at hand.

      I have to use whatever leverage I have to keep Madigan safe.

      She walked into the building, down a dark hallway, toward the main room where moonlight beamed in from glass paned windows of the second story, and old wooden skids and garbage lined the walls. Stepping over a door off its hinges, she steadied herself with a hand against the concrete wall, spray painted with neon green and black graffiti.

      She stopped in the center of the room, scanning the balcony that wrapped around the open second story, and waited.

      Boots followed from the hallway she’d entered through, echoing louder with each thud. She turned as Colette entered the room, his gun aimed at her head instead of her chest.

      “You don’t look surprised.” He said, as another man in plainclothes she didn’t recognize entered the room from the same door behind him. “Pat her down.”

      The man did as he was told, feeling her sides, her arms, and down her legs until his hand hit the gun at her ankle. He tugged her pant leg up and removed it before nodding to Colette. As he stepped away, Colette stared at the box in her hands.

      “Why?” Grace asked. “For how many of your twenty years have you been on Clarke’s payroll instead of investigating the case? Have you black-balled every real investigation into the murder-suicides from taking place?”

      “Sargeant Colette’s been working for me since before he entered the force,” a voice came from the balcony that wrapped around second story. “’To Serve and Protect’. He kept that oath. But by our definition.”

      The older man with gray hair stepped from the shadows in a crisp suit. He stood with ring-adorned hands delicate on the railing, presiding over them like a judge.

      Not Mickey Clarke.

      That’s Ray.

      And he wouldn’t have told me that—shown his face—if they had any intention of letting me walk out of here alive.

      The sinking feeling in her chest took concentration to ignore as she turned back to Colette.

      “In true Sheppard fashion,” Colette muttered, so only she could hear, “you just couldn’t take orders and leave this alone.”

      “Is it in the box?” Ray asked. “The evidence.”

      “Where’s my sister?” Grace called up to him.

      He smiled, gripping the railing tightly, now. “She’s on her way.”

      They ask questions. They don’t listen.

      “You can have the box when my sister is safe,” she shouted, all the muscles in her body tensing.

      Ray laughed and took a step back from the railing, turning to Colette. “She really does think she’s in charge, doesn’t she?”

      They think it’s a joke. I need them to take me seriously.

      She took a deep breath and looked up at Ray. “Maybe the tape isn’t in this box,” she said in a calm, cool tone. “Maybe it’s already somewhere safe.”

      Ray kept smiling, but Colette frowned in the corner of her eye.

      He knew I wasn’t surprised to see him. He knows it’s possible.

      He grabbed the box from Grace and lifted the lid, his lips twitching as his eyes opened wide.

      “It’s empty,” he called up to Ray.

      Ray continued smiling, but there was a subtle change in his expression, his eyes darkened. He nodded to Colette. “It’s time.”

      A terrible sensation flooded her.

      “You brought this on yourself,” Colette said, as he pulled his phone from his pocket and pressed it to his ear, waiting. “Do it.”

      “Do what?” Fear rose in Grace’s throat and her voice cracked. “No, stop! Just tell me!”

      Colette’s expression remained stoic as he pulled the phone from his ear.

      “Eli. Evette. John, you and your sister.” Ray called down to her, each name accelerating from him. She looked up at him as Mickey Clarke stepped out of the shadows and into the moonlight, beside his uncle. “Your family has been making things difficult for mine for far too long. Three down. Two to go.”

      Madigan is my only family, and I’ll die before anything happens to her.
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      The trailer was quiet. The masked man never took his eyes off Madigan. With no way to hide her attempts to free herself, she continued planning for the possibility they’d be leaving.

      He’ll lead me out with the gun pointed at me. Once we’re outside, it’s a wide-open space. If I can distract him enough for a head start, I could try for the road… or the coast and get to Grace’s. I need something sharp to free myself.

      The masked man’s cellphone rang again and he pressed it to his ear, listening. Seconds later, he set the cellphone on the countertop and walked toward her.

      What is he doing?

      He stood, towering over her in her seat, and yanked the gag from her mouth.

      “No, don’t,” she sputtered, the helpless feeling she’d refused to acknowledge oozing out in her tone.

      He raised his hand and clapped it down across her face with a crack.

      She let out a startled shriek, her cheek and jaw burning at the point of impact.

      “Madigan?” Grace’s voice called from the speaker of the phone on the counter, less than two feet away.

      His hand came from the other side and hit her other cheek, further down by her jaw. Madigan grunted in pain, the metallic taste of blood on her tongue.

      “Let her go,” Grace shouted from the speaker.

      The masked man reached down for her and she flinched, but he lifted her chin with his fingers, turning her face side to side.

      He’s examining the damage. That’s what he’s here for—to inflict the most damage. That’s why they’re making Grace listen. She’ll be sick to her stomach, scared for me.

      He let go of her chin and with his hand in a fist, he punched her stomach.

      She gasped, wheezing as the breath knocked out of her and pain seeped in, sharp and aching at the same time. She wept, releasing small, angry sobs with each breath she took.

      He’ll have no mercy. There is to be no negotiation.

      This is it.

      “Madigan,” Grace shouted, “I’m so sorry.”

      The pain in her voice was worse than what Madigan felt in her guts. She took deep breaths through her nose, pushing away the pain as anger rose within. She licked the blood from her lip, and sneered up at the masked man. “I’m okay, Grace,” she called in a loud, confident tone. “I’ll be okay. We both wi—”

      The man grabbed her by the hair, yanked her to her feet, and dragged her toward the phone.

      Madigan kept her mouth shut despite the aches and pains, determined not to let them get away with their plan—to make Grace give in to their requests for the tape.

      He slammed her face down against the counter beside the phone and she couldn’t help but release a low gasp.

      No. No more noises. No more pain.

      “Madigan,” Grace said in a calm voice. “We’ll be okay, no matter what—"

      His fingers clutched her hair and he used it to yank her head up before he brought the side of her face down against the counter again, and again. The third time, a muffled crunch in her cheek and rush of burning pain exploded in the side of her face. Blood smattered on the countertop as he drew her head up by the hair once more and forced it down again. Each smack drew more blood into her mouth until he yanked her up by his fistful of hair. She stood straight, swaying with only his grip keeping her on her feet as the room spun before her. Warm blood dripped down her face, off her chin.

      Staring into his bright eyes, filled with pleasure, she knew it wouldn’t stop.

      She also knew she and Grace couldn’t quit, either.

      She gathered the pooled blood in her mouth, the metallic taste resting on her tongue, and spat it at him. It sprayed, landing on his mask and in his eyes. She pulled away, hobbling toward the door. Her stomach ached, her face throbbed, and her vision clouded, but she pushed forward.

      He grabbed the back of her shirt and gave a sharp tug, drawing her back against his chest, the collar digging against her neck.

      He has me. This is it.

      “I love you,” Madigan wheezed.

      That’s all that matters.

      The man’s arm locked around her neck and on instinct, she reached for the counter. Her hand slapped against her slicked blood on the countertop, slipping off as she flailed her arms around for anything that would help to free her. As his grip tightened, her vision closed in.

      I love you, Grace. I’m sorry.
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      Madigan said something in the background, but Grace couldn’t hear.

      A gasp came next over the speakerphone Colette held, and Grace took a step toward him, but he aimed his gun at her and shook his head. The man behind him did the same.

      “Madigan,” Grace shouted, “I’m so sorry.”

      “I’m okay, Grace.” Madigan said, but her words were garbled. “I’ll be okay. We both wi—”

      Madigan moaned over the speaker.

      I can’t make the pain stop, but I can be there for her in the only way I know how.

      “Madigan,” Grace said in a calm voice. “We’ll be okay, no matter what—"

      A smacking sound came, or more of a thump, over and over.

      Something thudded and Grace squeezed her eyes shut, hoping it wasn’t Madigan, dropping to the floor. More scuffling sounds followed.

      “I love you,” Madigan wheezed.

      Grace opened her mouth and Colette pressed the button, ending the call as she shouted, “I love you.”

      She didn’t hear me—but she knows. She knows I’ll do whatever it takes to save her. She just has to hold on.

      Colette tapped at his screen before shoving it back in his pocket and nodding up to Ray and Mickey.

      “That’s what you’ll get if you lie again,” Ray said, leaning over the railing. “A professional hitman is beating the shit out of her. I don’t know how long she has, but one wrong move—one slight change of angle, and it’s over for her.”

      Cold shivers crept up her back as she fought to keep her composure and maintain some sort of control. Begging and pleading would never work with these men. She took a deep breath before she spoke. “I understand. I’ll tell you where it is if you let her go. I need to know she’s safe—just her—that’s all.”

      Ray stood up straight and turned to Mickey, patting him on the shoulder. “Let’s try this again. Where’s the tape?”

      “Let my sister go. You have me.”

      “We will have everything—the tapes and what you know—and I’ll bring you your sister alive. If you hold back just once more, you’ll see her dead body before we kill you, too.”

      “The tape is in my car,” Grace said. “That’s the only evidence I’ve seen. Colette knows that.” She nodded at him, turning to face him. “If I’d known any more, I’d have given it to you. I trusted you. So do the people of Amherst.”

      He cracked a sad smile. “They don’t trust me. They don’t give a damn about what I’ve sacrificed. That’s all I used to do—until I realized there was a better way.”

      I don’t have time for this. I have to save Madigan.

      “I was trying to help you,” she said, her jaw clenched. “I’d have given you whatever else I had, but I don’t have anything more—"

      “Does she know any more?” Ray called down to Colette. “You tell me.”

      She stared at Colette, unflinching, unblinking, waiting.

      Colette studied Grace before turning to the Clarkes. “I don’t think so.”

      Mickey approached the railing. “I couldn’t forget your face. You came into my club, stirring up trouble after Lily passed.” He tapped the railing with his palm a few times. “Does anyone else know about the tape besides you and your sister?”

      They might have seen me in the car with Mac.

      If I lie, Madigan could die. If I tell the truth, they’ll be after him.

      “Colette’s got my man on speed dial, so tread extra careful right now.” Ray folded his arms over his chest.

      Madigan wouldn’t have let me know about the pain she was in—I can’t let anything else happen to her.

      “My sister didn’t know what was in the box. She has no idea about any of this. There’s an officer from Tall Pines. He knew I was working the case. He even drove me into the city tonight after my house was set on fire. I sent him away. I didn’t want to bring him into this—Colette warned me not to. He never saw anything in the box, either. He didn’t even know what it was.”

      Ray turned to Colette.

      Colette remained stoic, not looking at either of them.

      “Make the call,” Ray said, shrugging with dramatic resignation.

      Not again.

      “What call?” Grace raised her voice at him. “I told you the truth. Are you bringing her?”

      Colette took the phone from his pocket and turned to Grace. “No loose ends, Sheppard.”

      In that second, she knew they didn’t intend to let anyone live, and there was nothing she could do to stop them. Any sense of hope or control slipped away.

      “No! Wait!” she screamed. “I’m telling the truth!”

      Colette turned to Ray, as if giving him a chance to reconsider, but he shook his head.

      Colette pressed the phone to his ear.

      “Put the phone down!” A man’s voice echoed from the hallway behind him.

      Mac?
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      Madigan’s vision closed in around her, and her lungs burnt without air. The man behind her muttered, “you’re as much trouble as they thought you’d be. I underestimated you.” He tightened his forearm around her windpipe.

      Everyone does. Everyone has—but Grace. She’s always been there for me.

      I have to help her.

      Madigan struggled as the dark speckles closed in, elbowing the man at his side. He gasped but kept a strong hold on her neck.

      The gasp for air was all she needed. The little bit of hope.

      She leaned back, stepping against him. As it all went dark, and her knees gave out, she pulled on his arm and leaned forward, tossing him down with her. Hard thunks echoed against the floor, knocking against her side. She gasped for breath as he groaned somewhere beside her, her throat filling with painful, welcome fresh air.

      She scrambled to her feet, wheezing, as she grabbed onto the counter, inching toward the door. She tripped over his legs as he struggled to reach for her, but the counter provided the support she needed to pull away, out of his grasp.

      His phone vibrated against the other side of the counter as she grabbed the door handle, yanking it open and darting out. He grunted behind her and as she cleared the steps of trailer.

      Get to Buster. Set him free.

      Run.

      The man grasped and caught some of her hair, but lost it again as she turned back to him.

      From the corner of her eye, a figure stepped out from behind the front of the Airstream, between her and the masked man.

      Jack.

      His eyes opened wide as he caught sight of her, swinging the bat in his hands with full force, smacking the man’s masked face. His head jerked back before he fell to the ground.

      “Jack,” Madigan’s hoarse voice cried out.

      She ran toward him and he pulled her into his arms. He cradled her face in his hands and she winced.

      “Madigan,” he whispered, his hands hovering by her cheeks as his eyes took her in.

      She looked away, turning around, back to the masked man. He laid on the ground in the same position he fell, and Jack took her hand as she stepped forward toward him. His presence eased her fear as she stared at the masked man, a foot away.

      He might be dead.

      What if he’s not?

      “What happened?” Jack asked. “I heard noises in the trailer.”

      She took the bat from his hands, wincing, and stood over the body.

      “I have to call Grace,” Madigan sputtered, maintaining a tight grip on the bat, ready to bring it down on the man if he moved. “Then you have to call the police, okay?”

      Jack tapped in the number and handed her his phone. She pressed it to her ear, keeping her eyes on the body, the bat in her right hand. It rang in time with the throbbing pain in her head, or maybe it was her imagination, but each sound aggravated all of her injuries at once.

      “She’s not answering,” Madigan panted, her eyes wild, heart racing. She handed the phone back to him with a shaky hand. “Please. Call the police. Buster. He’s in the white van in front of Maria’s store. Someone has him, Jack.”

      They ran toward Maria’s, Jack pressing the phone to his ear as they hit the dirt path.

      I’m coming, Buster.

      Tears welled in her eyes and her face ached, contorting from equal parts pain, desperation, and determination.

      I’m coming, Grace.
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      Colette kept the phone to his ear as they all turned to the door.

      Greer entered, sweeping through the room with his gun in hand. He shouted again, “Put the phone down.”

      “Holster your gun, Greer,” Colette said, the phone still at his ear. “That’s an order.”

      “What’s going on?” Greer asked Colette.

      “He’s their man.” Grace nodded up to the balcony where the Clarke men stood, calmly watching on.

      Greer aimed his gun up and then back at Colette, glancing at Grace out of the side of his eye. “Now would be a good time to fill me in.”

      “The hits Ray ordered, Colette’s been covering up for him. I have evidence that proves Ray was behind all this, and they want to bury it. That’s what’s been happening. They have my sister.”

      Colette took his phone from his ear, still clutching it in his fist by his side.

      “You have evidence?” Greer asked.

      “Yes, video.” She squinted at him, trying to decipher his expression. “Tell me there are people coming.”

      Greer’s eyes held an uncertainty, and she knew he’d come alone. They were outnumbered, even if Mac had found his way in somehow, as promised.

      “Who else knows?” Greer asked, shaking his head in disbelief. “Where is it?”

      “In my car,” she said. “No one else.”

      Colette walked up behind Greer and pressed his gun into his back. Greer put his gun down and formed triangle points with Grace and Colette, just a few feet apart from each other.

      Colette looked to Ray and pressed the phone to his ear again, shaking his head.

      No answer? Maybe Madigan got away.

      “You knew the rules,” Ray spoke up. “You lie, she dies.”

      Grace shook her head. “You can’t! I’ve told you the truth! Look in my car!”

      Ray looked from Grace to Colette, and back to Grace with a cold expression she couldn’t read.

      “I told her not to say anything,” Colette said, and Ray turned to him, “but she never listens to superiors. We’ll never be able to know for sure.”

      Greer nodded slightly, catching her eye, mouthing, “Give them what they want.”

      “I’ve given them everything,” she mouthed.

      Greer licked his lips, studied her, and nodded. He turned to the guard and pointed to his gun. The guard glanced at Colette who gave him a nod, and he walked to retrieve the gun.

      Grace frowned, studying them as the guard handed Greer his gun again.

      What are they doing?

      Greer stopped beside Colette and called up to the Clarkes. “She was my partner. I can tell when she’s lying.” He turned to Colette. “She wouldn’t gamble with her sister’s life. No one else knows. We’re good.”

      The Clarkes exchanged looks.

      He’s one of them.

      “Greer?” Grace asked. “You’re—”

      “I’m doing what it takes to make it out here, Grace.” He lowered his voice as he walked toward her. “You might have forgotten what it’s like in this city, but I haven’t left. I live this every day. I’m doing what it takes. I’m sorry you wouldn’t take no for an answer. I tried to keep you out of this.” He turned over his shoulder to Colette. “We both did.”

      Greer lifted his gun and aimed it at Grace.

      “What?” Grace’s face twisted with confusion and sickness.

      “It didn’t have to go this far,” Greer said. “I was trying to look out for you.”

      “This is how you look out for me?” She glanced down at the gun and back at him. “We were partners.”

      “You do it or I will,” Colette said from behind him.

      “Enough!” Ray shouted. “I want her to see her sister first.”

      Colette left and jogged up the metal stairs to the balcony. He leaned in toward Ray’s ear and whispered in a hushed tone.

      “Let me go,” Grace told Greer. “Don’t do this. You can let me go.”

      “You know I can’t,” he said in a quiet voice. “There’s nowhere to go. The Clarkes get what they want, who they want, when they want.”

      “Even you. I never thought you’d sell out, Greer. You trained me. You taught me so much of what I know. You were one of the good ones.”

      “We’re all gray, Grace. Even you. You disobeyed Colette’s orders when you were undercover.”

      “I did what I thought was right. If I die today, by your hand, I’ll die knowing that. You won’t be able to say the same—but you can change it.”

      She glanced up at Ray. He had the phone to his ear with Colette staring on, concerned.

      Maybe she did get away. Maybe she’s somewhere safe.

      It’s all I can hope for right now.

      Ray handed the phone to Colette and said something. Colette stared down at Grace before descending the stairs, returning to Greer’s side.

      “It seems your sister’s in no condition to join us,” Colette said, shrugging. “As I warned, it’s the risk you take.”

      Her chest seized and she struggled to take a breath.

      It can’t be true. It can’t.

      “What did you do to her?” Grace shouted.

      “Ah, ah,” Colette raised his gun and turned to Greer. “I’m taking this one.”

      Greer nodded and lowered his gun, casting a conflicted look Grace’s way, but he wouldn’t meet her eyes.

      “Sheppard, you’ve been getting in my way for too long.” Colette stepped toward her. She kept glancing at Greer, but he wouldn’t meet her gaze. “You should have stayed gone when they sent you to Tall Pines, but you never could follow orders, could you? Let’s try one more.” He raised the gun, squinting at her down the barrel. “Say goodbye.”

      A shot rang out and Grace flinched, squinting at Colette’s shocked face as a circular blot of blood grew on his chest. He frowned, lowering his gun, and in a matter of seconds another shot rang out.

      The metal clang from the balcony on the opposite side of the Clarkes drew her attention and Mac stood with his gun, firing another at Colette and Greer.

      Grace jumped, dodging back behind the skids piled by the far wall, taking cover as more shots rang out. She peered around the jagged edge of the wooden skid right as Colette dropped. Greer wasn’t in view.

      The Clarkes raced down the steps from the balcony with the plainclothes officer leading, and followed him toward the alcove as more shots rang out through the building. Ray limped with his arm steadying Mickey over the shoulder,  leaving a bloody footprint behind as they ran for the door.

      One bullet hit the wall beside the door as they they disappeared through the dark alcove and Grace stood.

      “Grace,” Mac called to her from the opposite side of the balcony. She turned to him. “You okay?”

      “Yes,” she called, stepping out from behind the skids.

      Mac stared past her and she turned over her shoulder as Greer sat up, his gun aimed at Mac. He fired once and Mac ducked, returning fire with a quick two shots.

      Greer jumped, jolting from a shot to the chest, and stumbled back near Colette, sliding through his pool of blood, aiming his gun at Mac again. His body jolted once more before he fell to his knees a few feet away from Colette’s body and slammed, face down, against the concrete.

      “Mac?” Grace turned around, looking up at the balcony, but he wasn’t there. “Mac!”

      She walked out into the open space, searching for him. He jogged in through the same door the Clarkes had left through, toward the bodies on the floor.

      He knelt beside Colette and put two fingers on his neck. “Gone.”

      She bent over, feeling Greer’s neck. “Still has a pulse. We have to get help. I have to get to Madigan.”

      He stood and approached her, wrapping her in his arms. “I heard what they said.” He stepped back and grabbed her arms. “Listen to me. I’m going to be the one, when we get there.”

      She stared at him, swallowing at the lump in her throat.

      He means the one to go see if she’s dead.

      She’s not dead.

      Grace pushed away from him and ran for the door.

      He followed, and as they ran to her car, police sirens wailed up the road in front of the building. Two squad cars skidded to a stop ahead, the blue and red lights illuminating the alley.

      Banning stepped out of his car. Malone and Vila followed behind him from theirs.

      “Chief,” Mac called.

      “The Clarkes were here,” Grace called, still running. “They just left. Colette and Greer are inside. We need an ambulance. I have to get to my sister!”

      “Sheppard,” Banning called.

      She didn’t stop, racing toward her car as her pulse thudded in her ears.

      “Grace!” the familiar voice stopped her.

      A voice she feared she’d never hear again.

      Grace spun around and Madigan sprung out from the back of a police car, Jack following behind her. Her lip was split, the left side of her face swollen, bloody, black and blue. Grace ran toward her, gasping for breath at the sight of her. Madigan hobbled to her and a deep relief washed over Grace as they wrapped their arms around each other.

      Madigan released a groan. Grace eased off her, but Madigan held her close.

      “I called Chief Banning,” Madigan gasped. “I didn’t know what else to do. The man in the ski mask—I overheard him talking about where you were—where they were going to take me.”

      “I’m so glad you’re okay,” Grace murmured, stepping back and taking in the sight of her bruised and beaten face, covering her mouth as her stomach churned with guilt. “I’m so sorry.”

      Madigan shook her head. “I am okay. Did you get them? Whoever did this to us?”

      Grace turned as Mac led the unit from Amherst toward the building, but she knew the Clarkes would be gone.

      “Not yet,” Grace said, turning to her car.

      She ran toward it, the windows smashed in, and Madigan followed. Grace opened her door and ducked inside.

      “What happened?” Madigan asked. “Are you okay?”

      Grace stepped back out with her necklace in her hands and clasped it around her neck as Madigan watched on. Her look of confusion melted away and her eyes filled with pain as Grace pressed the pendant against her chest. Madigan clutched her own as they stood in silence, the fullness of their presence providing a still moment of peace.

      Madigan frowned at the smashed in car windows behind Grace. “Did they take it? The tape?”

      Grace stared ahead, past Madigan. Mac led the Amherst unit toward the side door, disappearing into the building, the tape along with him in his pocket.

      Grace shook her head. “No. They didn’t get away with anything.”
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      Madigan felt a hand on her shoulder, and she turned around as Jack kissed her cheek and waved to Roy behind the bar.

      “Hey son, what’ll it be?” Roy nodded to them.

      “I’ll have a Canadian,” Jack said.

      Madigan pointed to the booth where Mac and Grace sat with Raven and Melanie. “We’ll go sit with them in a second, but first, there’s someone I want you to meet.”

      She turned to the man beside her and Jack’s posture straightened.

      “Jack, this is my dad, Vic.”

      Vic leaned in and offered him a warm smile and a firm handshake.

      Jack took it. “Nice to meet you, sir.”

      “Call me Vic.” Vic leaned in toward Madigan. “Glad to finally meet your fella.”

      Madigan smiled at the men as Grace slid from the booth.

      “I know I’ve told you a lot about Jack,” Madigan said, “but I figured maybe you could get to know each other over a beer while I do something.”

      “Sure,” Vic said.

      “You good?” Jack asked as Roy slid his beer bottle over to him.

      She nodded as Grace approached. “Be right back,” Madigan said, sliding off the stool.

      She met Grace on the deck. They followed the footpath beside the wraparound deck down toward the coast.

      “How’s that going in there?” Grace asked.

      “I’m sure they’ll get along well,” Madigan said, leading the way toward the rocky coast. “How did court go today?”

      “It’s going to be a long process, but the prosecutor keeps reassuring me the tape holds up, and the witnesses that came forward are making a difference to the jury, too.” Grace released a deep sigh. “Beau Wilson will pay for what he did to you—and to all his victims from the past and present.”

      Madigan shuddered at the thought of being trapped in the trailer with him, waiting for his phone to ring. After Jack knocked him out, they’d released Buster from the white van, where he’d waited alone. Beau Wilson had been bluffing and waiting for Madigan to make the wrong move. She couldn’t bear to think of what might have happened if she hadn’t gotten to Buster first.

      “Is it enough to take down the Clarkes?” Madigan asked as they reached the coast.

      “I don’t think it’ll ever be enough, but if they can be put away for a while, that’ll be something. The Clarkes will be in court next week, and so will I. I’ll do my best.”

      “What about your old partner?”

      “Greer is going to testify against the Clarkes in exchange for leniency.” She sighed and tucked her hair behind her ear, stopping as she gazed off somewhere just past Madigan. “You know, he’s not really sorry—only sorry he got caught.”

      Madigan linked arms with her and Grace gave her a gentle smile before they strode along the rocky coast.

      “When’s the house going to be finished?”

      “One more week at Mac’s and then we’ll be moving back into my—our place.”

      Madigan cast a little grin back at her. Grace glowed.

      I’ve never seen her so happy.

      “I know. It’ll just take a little getting used to. Our first project is Kenzie’s room.”

      “That’ll be great.”

      “Yeah, she wants us to paint it purple. We’re picking out the colour with her this weekend. She’s pretty excited.”

      “I bet she is. She’s a lucky kid.”

      They found their spot—the rock they’d retreated to during their first escape attempt from Evette at the fair years ago. They hoisted themselves atop it. Waves rolled up along the shore, and the first chill of autumn evening air enveloped them, sending shivers down Madigan’s spine.

      “How do you feel about it all? Living together?” Madigan asked.

      “I don’t know if I’m ready,” Grace laughed with a sigh. “I don’t know if I’ll ever be ready, but I think, you have to do the thing you’re scared of before you’re ready sometimes.”

      Madigan nodded.

      Grace sighed and fiddled with her necklace. “You know, I never thought I wanted a child. Kenzie’s not mine, but to have a kid in the house…” She paused, smiling. “It’s really nice. It’s like we said at the fair—it’s a chance to give her the things I didn’t get—that we never had.”

      Madigan sighed and nodded. “You know—we had a lot, really.” She turned to Grace, smiling, clutching the pendant of their matching necklaces in her hand.

      They exchanged knowing smiles and looked back at the water.

      They were once the little girls from Amherst, across Bones Bay—watching out their bedroom window on Warbler Way—wishing for the idyllic life of small-town living, and for a family who loved them unconditionally.

      Since then, they’d realized there was no such thing as a perfect life, no longer under the illusion that anything was as it seemed from the outside looking in.

      The family they’d wished for was there all along, in each other.

      And a new family, forged from the ashes of the old, grew in a place where the sense of belonging came from the peace they finally found within themselves.

      The Sisters of Tall Pines.
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