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The weight of the gun pressed into his palm.

People always described a gun as cold steel, but that was not what he was feeling. The metal felt warm and sweaty in his hand. The more he paced back and forth across the room, the hotter it got. It felt heavy in his grip, pulling down as he gestured through the air with the barrel. His thoughts were racing.

How could she do this?

How could this happen?

This wasn’t how it was supposed to be.

No… no, he knew what was supposed to happen. He knew what the future was supposed to look like. He’d seen it so many times. Every time he closed his eyes. Every time he drove down this street. Every time, he had to take a second to breathe because the world felt like it was closing in around him too much. He saw what he wanted for his future and what he was determined to create.

So, how could it have all fallen apart so quickly?

His footsteps echoed through the house as his pacing became more frantic. He moved the gun back and forth between his hands, feeling the metal pressed against his skin and his fingertip brushing against the trigger. He stopped and pushed the muzzle against his temple, the pressure making him feel his pulse pounding just beneath the surface of his skin.

His breath rattled in his lungs. It felt like it was reverberating against his heart and shivering in his veins. Sweat beaded around the gun and dripped down to his jaw. He pulled the gun away.

She had ruined everything. She ruined that image of the future that he had carried around with him.

Who did she think she was? Who gave her the right to take everything from him?

The sound rushing in his ears was like water. It drowned out everything else. He could only hear the buzzing. Spots danced in front of his eyes. Little by little, every breath became tighter. It squeezed down harder until he couldn’t swallow the hard mass that formed in his throat.

He saw the door in front of him.

He could walk through it. He could walk back out and feel the sun on his face. He could put the gun back in his glove compartment. He could accept this and piece together a new future.

Instead, he lifted the gun again and pulled the trigger.
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Twenty years ago…

All five teenagers crammed into the small car let out boisterous cheers when the sign for the campground came into view. They had only been on the road for a couple of hours, but the excitement for this taste of freedom had them buzzing with energy. Bess Sims looked over Reagan sitting beside her so that she could look through the window. The rustic sign, looking like it was hand-carved out of a solid chunk of wood and painted many years ago, was the perfect introduction to the campground.

As soon as they turned onto the road beside it, the tires left pavement and started crunching over gravel.

Rolling the windows down so they could breathe in the smell of the trees, they drove down the narrow road leading to the office so they could check in for their campsites. Somewhere in the distance, Bess heard a scream that didn’t belong to any of them in the car, but Dave behind the wheel let out a laugh.

“Hear that? That’s the park.” He drummed his hands on the wheel like he was too excited to contain himself. “It’s so close we can hear the people on the roller coasters. I bet that’s someone on Serpent. I can’t wait to get on that. It looks sick.”

“Not me,” Reagan said, shaking her head. “You’re not getting me on any roller coasters.”

Ethan looked at Dave from the passenger seat. “Remind me again why you brought her.”

Reagan swatted Ethan playfully, and Bess laughed.

“I think it would be in bad form for him to leave his girlfriend behind,” she said.

She said it even though she knew that it really only applied to the rest of the summer. Come fall, they weren’t going to be going to the same college, and even though Reagan always talked about Dave with sparkles in her eyes and that lingering sound of permanence in her voice, the same wasn’t true for Dave. He loved her—at least he said he did. But Bess knew Dave better than the others did. They’d been friends since preschool, and even though they never crossed the line into anything other than friendship, they had a bond that let her know what he was thinking without having to say it.

And he was thinking about all the girls who were going to be walking around campus. Fresh, new faces and bodies he wasn’t familiar with. The chase all over again.

Somewhere in there, he figured he and Reagan were end-game. They were going to end up together at some point in the future and had that whole happily ever after thing. He just wanted to live first.

Bess had tried to tell him that wasn’t going to work out. Reagan wasn’t going to respond well to him telling her that they should cool things off and be free to see other people and do what they wanted while they were living in different states. She was going to be brokenhearted and then pissed. She and Bess were going to be rooming together at school, so it was going to be up to her to pick up the pieces. She wasn’t looking forward to it.

“Don’t you say a fucking word to her.”

Dave hadn’t pulled any punches when he told Bess to stay out of the situation. But she felt like she needed to prep her. She needed to soften the blow somehow. She’d tried to hint around it, but Reagan hadn’t caught on. Maybe she’d try again. There were only a few weeks left.

“Is this it?” Billie, stuffed in the other corner of the back seat, asked, leaning her head out to look at the little white building.

It was set back from the road with a small parking lot in front of it.

“It says ‘General Store,’” Ethan said.

“There’s a sign on the door that says ‘Office,’” Bess pointed out. “I’m guessing that’s where we get our campsite assignments and everything.”

Overhead clouds were gathering over the blue sky, threatening rain. Reagan shivered slightly as she looked at them.

“Are you guys sure you really want to camp?” she asked. “I’m sure there’s a hotel somewhere around here. There’s a town just up the road.”

Ethan’s head turned slowly to look at Dave. “Again, why?”

This time, Reagan just rolled her eyes. “It looks like it’s going to rain.”

“A little water isn’t going to kill you,” Ethan said. “We’re sleeping in tents, not just out in the open. Besides, are you going to cough up the cash for a hotel for the weekend? It’s going to be fine.”

“It’s going to be fun, babe. You said you’d never gone camping before. Now you get to. My tent is really good. I’ve never had it leak before. I promise you’re going to have a blast. And tomorrow you can eat your weight in cotton candy and fries and ride all of the flat rides you can find,” Dave said.

Bess reached over and patted her friend on the leg. “You’re gonna have fun. Sometimes it’s even better when it does rain.”

“Yeah, just look at Woodstock,” Billie said.

“I don’t plan on stripping down and rolling around in the mud,” Reagan said.

“Even if the music is awesome?” Dave asked.

“Resurrect Hendrix, and maybe we’ll talk, Reagan said.

“When did we go back in time a couple of decades?” Bess asked.

“Hendrix forever,” Reagan said.

Bess shook her head. “That didn’t help.”

“Come on,” Dave said, taking off his seat belt. “Let’s go inside. I want to get a fire going.”

“A fire? It’s four hundred degrees outside,” Reagan asked.

“It’s part of camping,” he said, climbing out of the car and turning to open his mouth, his tongue wagging as he took a few steps backward to the building.

The rest of the group followed suit, opening the doors and getting out of the car. As she slid across the seat to get out, Bess felt a strange shiver down the back of her neck. It was like a breeze had just touched her skin, but none of the leaves on the surrounding trees rustled. She looked around at the RVs parked nearby and the children playing at a playground off to one side.

“Bess?”

She turned to see Billie at the door to the general store and office. “Hmm?”

“You coming?”

“Yeah,” Bess said, shaking off the feeling and jogging to catch up with the others.

Air-conditioning blasted her in the face as soon as she stepped through the door. Bells overhead jingled when the door moved, signaling to whoever was working there that someone had come in. The guys going in ahead of her must have already gotten their attention. A man wearing khaki shorts and a matching shirt with a name tag and various camping-related pins was standing behind the counter, looking at a computer, while Dave stood in front of him.

“Looks like you’ve got two sites reserved,” he said, clicking a few buttons on the keyboard. “You requested them right next to each other, and we were able to do that for you. They’re down in the back section of the grounds.” He took a map out of a drawer in front of him and laid it out on the counter. “Right back here.”

While he showed Dave where to find the various amenities of the campground, Bess wandered around the store. Metal shelving units were stuffed with an assortment of camping supplies and groceries that looked like someone emptied their garage and pantry to stock them. Cans of bug spray in various sizes and from different brands shared space with individual bags of popcorn and one single pair of hiking boots. Another section housed a variety of toys to entice young campers—from bright plastic hoops to chase in the pool to stuffed animals to keep them company in their tents after night fell. Around the corner, Bess found an array of toiletries and a few boxes of snacks. This was definitely the kind of place that expected campers to come prepared.

She was flipping through individual packages of toaster pastries when she felt something rub up against her leg. Startled, she stepped back and turned around. A black dog at the end of a neon green leash panted up at her, his whole body wagging along with his fluffy tail.

“Boo, no,” the guy at the other end of the leash reprimanded. “Be polite.”

Bess looked at him and felt her lips tingle. An involuntary smile pulled them up, and heat she hoped didn’t show up warmed her cheeks. His eyes were cool, crisp green, and his skin tinged with gold from a summer spent outside.

“Sorry,” he said. “He’s just really friendly.”

“It’s all right,” Bess said. “I don’t mind. I love dogs.”

She inwardly cringed. She hoped that didn’t sound as stupid to him as it did in her own ears.

“Hey, that dog can’t be in here,” the man in khaki called, pointing aggressively toward the door.

“See you,” the guy with the green eyes and leash said, eyeing Bess one more time before heading out of the store with Boo.

“Was that a meet-cute?”

Bess jumped and whipped around to look at Reagan, who stared back at her with widened eyes.

“Jeez,” Reagan said. “I thought I was the one who was feeling jumpy about camping.”

“I’m not feeling jumpy,” Bess said.

“And yet, you jumped,” Reagan pointed out. “Maybe you were just lost in cute dog boy’s dreamy eyes.”

Bess gave her a look. “Are you calling the dog cute or the boy?”

“Both,” Reagan said with a laugh.

“All right, well, you have a boyfriend, and the only reason I was looking at him was because his dog rubbed up against me,” Bess said.

“And you were hoping it was him?”

Bess threw a silver-wrapped toaster pastry at Reagan, who laughed and swatted it away.

“What are you two doing over there?” Dave asked, walking away from the counter.

Bess could see the man in khaki glaring at them. She dipped down to snatch the pastry off the floor and shove it back into its box.

“Bess is assaulting me with fattening junk food,” Reagan said.

“I’m going to go ahead and say it’s justified,” Ethan said, coming around the corner and leaning on the shelves as he looked at them.

Reagan’s mouth fell open. “You don’t even know why she did it!”

He shrugged and bit off a chunk of a beef jerky stick he’d bought. “Still figure it was justified.”

“All right, well, the creepy ranger guy who seemed way too invested in finding out what our tents looked like and pinpointing how to find the bathhouses is watching us, so maybe we should get out of here and go find our campsites,” Dave said.

They left the shop, and he spread the map out on the steering wheel as they piled back in the car. The area where they would find their designated campsites was circled in blue ink, and there were several X marks over other areas of the map.

“What are those?” Billie asked, pointing out the marks.

“This is the bathhouse.”

“Running water and flushing toilets. Swanky,” Ethan said.

“Something like that. Over here is the firepit. They do smores and hot dogs and stuff at night. These are hiking trails. They don’t seem very long, but it’s something. This is the stop for the shuttle to the park. There’s one at the front of the campground…” He twisted and pointed away from the store. “Over there. And then there’s one toward the back near the tent sites. The shuttle goes to the back of the park. Then there’s the pool.”

“I could use a dip,” Ethan said. “Anyone want to come with me?”

“Let’s get our tents set up before we do anything else,” Dave said.

“Always the responsible one,” Ethan joked.

“Shit, if that’s true, we are all screwed,” Billie said.

Dave laughed and drove out of the parking lot toward the road that led deeper into the campground. They drove past the pool and a sandy volleyball court past rows of RVs with folding chairs set up outside like little living rooms. The open area of the campground closed up again as the road led them into the woods. Soon carved-out areas with tents started appearing. Dave drove until they were nearly at the back of the campground. They hadn’t planned very far ahead for this trip. It was more of a spontaneous idea they all latched on to when Billie suggested it a couple of weeks back.

That meant they were lucky to even get the spots that they did. The rest of the campground was full, and it just happened that a family that reserved several spots canceled two of them when they realized they weren’t going to all be together, freeing them up. They weren’t the most desirable spots, but they were there, and that was all that mattered to the five.

Parking in between the two sites, they got out and surveyed their surroundings. They were separated from the rest of the campsites by about a hundred yards. The sites were smaller, the trees closer in, and the ground uneven.

Dave looked around and shrugged. “Could be worse.”

Reagan looked at him incredulously. “Could it?”

Dave smiled as he wrapped his arms around her and gave her a kiss. “Yes.”

With a sharp smack to her butt, he reached up and started untying the ropes that held their equipment to the top of the car. Ethan walked around to the trunk and popped it open to pull out their bags.

They unloaded everything and went to work setting up camp. Bess got her easy-up tent set up first and brought her stuff inside. She spread out her sleeping bag and checked the inside pocket of her bag for her ticket to Wonderland Park. She was excited for her first visit to the park the next day. Her family had made a couple of trips to another park when they visited her cousins, but they’d never come here. Her siblings were brimming with envy when she hopped into the car and drove off.

She could almost hear her mother trying to comfort them in that motherly way that didn’t actually comfort anyone.

“Bess is the oldest. She gets to do things you’re not old enough to do yet. You’ll be her age someday, and then you can do them too.”

“Anybody coming swimming?”

Bess stuck her head out of her tent and saw Ethan already in his trunks, his arms spread out to the sides and a look of exasperation on his face like he’d been waiting days.

“Let me change,” Bess called back.

She pulled the zipper on her tent, and it closed most of the way, then stopped. She tugged on it, but it wouldn’t close the rest of the way. It didn’t matter. It was closed enough. She changed into her bathing suit and put on a pair of flip-flops before meeting Ethan outside.

They spent the rest of the afternoon splashing in the pool, and by the time they got back to the campsites, the sun was starting to go down. Bess tugged her shorts back on over her suit, and they headed for the firepit.

“Anyone want to toast marshmallows?” she asked. They shook their heads, and she shrugged. “Fine. I’m going to.”

She walked up to a kiosk built to look like a miniature covered wagon. The attendant handed her a plastic bag with a few marshmallows and a skewer, and she carried them over to the fire. The area around the rock circle was crowded with other campers, and she had to wedge herself in to have access to the flames. She stuck one of the marshmallows onto the skewer and held it out over the fire, watching as the orange and yellow glow licked at it, turning the white exterior pale golden that deepened and blistered.

“You going for the charcoal finish?”

Bess looked up and saw crisp-green eyes staring back at her. She smiled and glanced at her marshmallow before looking back at him.

“That’s how I like it.”

“Burned?”

“To a crisp.”

“I think you’re just about there.”

She looked back and saw her marshmallow fully alight. Yanking it out, she blew out the flame glowing around the edges. It was fully blackened except for a tiny rim of white around the bottom. She showed it to him.

“See? Perfect,” she said.

He laughed and stepped up beside her. “If you say so.” He put his marshmallow onto his own skewer and held it into the fire. “I’m Oliver, by the way.”

“Bess,” she said, then looked down at his feet. “No Boo?”

“I didn’t think it was a great idea to bring him where people were going to be roasting hot dogs. He’s not exactly the most trustworthy when it comes to food. Or stealing blankets. Or rubbing up against cute girls.”

Bess blushed. This time she knew if it wasn’t for the dark around them, it would be fully visible. She didn’t even care that what he said was painfully cringeworthy and cheesy. It made her feel better for sounding so awkward earlier.

“Um, I think your marshmallow is done,” she said, pointing out his own blackened treat.

“Damn,” he said, yanking it out and shaking the stick. “Well, that sucks.”

“Try it,” Bess encouraged, prying off some of her charred marshmallows. “It’s really delicious. It tastes like Christmas.”

Oliver bit his marshmallow, and his face twisted into a grimace. “What the hell kind of Christmas did you celebrate as a kid?”

Bess laughed. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she knew she should probably be with the others in the group. But she was enjoying this too much. She knew it was probably ridiculous. She was two hours away from home and Lord knew where Oliver lived, so it wasn’t like they could actually start anything up.

He smiled at her and brushed a bit of marshmallow from her lip with the pad of his thumb. Her body trembled. There was always subtext.

They’d gotten through two more marshmallows when Reagan appeared at her side.

“Hot dog?” she asked, holding up a sausage stuck at the end of one of the skewers.

Bess sighed. There goes the summer rom-com she had going.

“No, thanks,” she said.

“Aren’t you going to introduce your friend?” Reagan asked.

“This is Oliver,” Bess said.

“Reagan,” she said, extending her hand across Bess to shake Oliver’s. “Want to come over and hang out with us? Come on.”

There was no room to decline. They followed Reagan over to where the rest of the group was sitting on stumps. They hung out there until the staff came to extinguish the fire and send everyone back to their campsites. Oliver and Bess lingered as the rest of the campers dissipated.

“I’m that way,” he said, pointing toward where the RVs were parked.

“That way,” Bess said, pointing toward the tent sites.

“How long are you staying here?” he asked.

“Just tonight and tomorrow night,” she told him.

“Are you going to Wonderland Park while you’re here?”

“Yeah, we’re going tomorrow.”

“So am I. Maybe I’ll see you there.”

The grin spread across her lips again. “I’d like that.”

For a brief second, it looked like Oliver was leaning in to kiss her, but he stopped and took a step back.

“Good night.”

“Night.”

Bess started down the path toward the tents and soon saw Billie and Reagan at the side, waiting for her. She smiled and shook her head as they came over and linked their arms through hers.

“So what happened?” Reagan asked.

“I’m sure you saw everything since you were obviously watching us,” Bess said.

Reagan shrugged, and they laughed as they made their way down the path.
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Bess

The rain had started to fall lightly by the time they made it back to the tents.

“I’m going to grab a shower,” Bess said. “Anybody coming with me?”

“I’m going to wait out the rain,” Reagan said.

“Because you definitely wouldn’t want to get wet before your shower,” Bess said.

“I’ve got to call Jamie. Go on ahead. I’ll catch up with you there,” Billie said.

Bess ducked into her tent and grabbed her pajamas, towel, and toiletries. She’d only been inside for a few seconds, but everything felt strangely still and quiet when she stepped back out, almost as if the campground had all gone to sleep when the fire was over. She reached back into her tent for her flashlight and flipped it on to illuminate the path in front of her.

The way to the bathhouse brought her down the main path and then along another side trail. She passed several other tent sites before reaching a small wooden sign pointing down toward the bathhouse. The darkness closed in around her as she walked, and she kept her flashlight trained on the ground in front of her so she wouldn’t trip over anything. Bess felt like she had turned in a circle as she walked. It was disorienting as she moved through the eerie quiet.

The tingling feeling returned to the back of her neck. She could hear her own breath around her as her senses sharpened. It felt like someone was there. Like if she turned in just the right way, she’d see them lurking in the pools of shadow just off the path. She swung her light to one side of the path. Nothing. Then to the other. Nothing. The muscles along her back tightened as she felt the gaze burrowing into her. She didn’t want to turn around. But she forced herself to.

Nothing.

Part of her wanted to say something. If nothing else, then to fill the uncomfortable quiet. Where was all the sound? Where were the people?

Finally, ahead of her, she saw the outline of the bathhouse glowing with the hazy light of bulbs positioned at regular intervals along the sides. She felt a wave of relief as she passed through the door and into the brightly lit shower room. She left her flashlight and shoes on the counter, changing into a pair of shower shoes.

Bess chose the stall at the very end of the row and stepped behind the door to the changing area. She undressed and started the water. A sound made her pause with her hand cupped under the stream to check the temperature. She listened.

“Billie?”

There was no response.

“Reagan has gotten into your head,” she muttered to herself.

She stepped into the water. As she washed her hair, she heard the door to the shower room open and close.

“Billie? Is that you?” she asked, dipping her head back to rinse. “How’s Jamie?”

There was only silence, and the door opened and closed again. It must have been someone else not expecting to have to share the shower room with a stranger. Welcome to camping.

She finished showering and got dressed. Billie still hadn’t made it, but Bess thought it would be strange to hang out there and wait for her, so she grabbed her shoes and walked out. As soon as she was outside the building, the darkness of the path reminded her that she needed her flashlight. She didn’t have it. Bess went back into the bathhouse and looked at the counter. The flashlight wasn’t there.

Bess stepped back and dipped her head to look under the counter. She figured she would have heard it if the flashlight fell, but maybe the water was loud enough to cover the sound. But it wasn’t on the floor. She glanced around to make sure it hadn’t rolled away, even checking under the doors of the other stalls. She knew she’d brought it in. She knew she’d put it on the counter.

She unrolled her damp towel and looked among her clothes. She dug through her toiletry bag. It wasn’t there. The eerie feeling was twisting in her belly, but she forced herself to go back out. She couldn’t just stand there in the bathhouse for the rest of the night. She headed down the path with only the moonlight to guide her. She should have brought her phone with her. It was sitting in her tent so that she wouldn’t get wet. But now she wished she had it so she could use the light.

She’d gone a few yards when she saw a light coming toward her. She paused.

“Bess?”

It was Billie’s voice.

“Hey,” Bess said, jogging to catch up to Billie.

Her friend was carrying a bundle under her arm and taking off her jewelry in preparation for her shower. She looked at Bess with a raised eyebrow.

“Why are you walking around in the dark? You should have a flashlight.”

“I did. I brought it with me, but I can’t find it,” Bess said. The sound of the door opening popped into her mind. “Someone came in. While I was in the shower. Someone came in and then left.”

“You think they stole your flashlight?” Billie asked, sounding unconvinced.

Bess didn’t know what to say. Billie gave a one-shoulder shrug.

“I’m just going to hop in really fast. If you want to hang in there, we can walk back together.”

Bess waited while Billie took a record-speed shower, and they walked back to the campsite together. It felt better with Billie there beside her, but Bess couldn’t shake the strangeness of her flashlight going missing and the door opening and closing.

She said good night to Billie and ducked into her tent, tugging the zipper closed as far as she could get it. She gave it a few hard yanks to try to close it the rest of the way, but it wouldn’t go any further. Bess set her shoes right in front of the flap and slid into her sleeping bag.

A few seconds later, she heard something scraping along the wall of the tent right behind her head.

It’s a branch from a tree, she told herself. It has to be.

But the sound moved to the side of her tent, and when she forced herself to look, she could see the tarp bending in just slightly like something was dragging along it from the outside. Bess’s grip tightened on the top of her sleeping bag. She looked to the side for her phone and saw it in the hanging compartment. The sound of the zipper opening sharply made her gasp and sit upright, throwing herself toward her phone.

She managed to grab it, but it slipped from her fingers. She was scrambling to pick it up when she realized she was hearing laughter. She looked to the door of the tent and squinted at the bright flashlight beam that hit her face, then lowered just enough for her to see the person behind it.

“Ethan!” she shouted. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

He laughed again. “Just wanted to say good night. Damn. You would not respond well in a horror movie situation.”

Bess couldn’t help but laugh. She pressed a hand to her pounding heart. She was being ridiculous.

“I don’t have any weapons handy,” she said.

“Well, you could have thrown a shoe at me if you didn’t leave them right here,” he said, tossing the shoes to the side of the tent. “Rookie movie.” He grinned. “I’ll see you in the morning. Bright and early. I want to get to the park before the lines get long.”

“I’ll be ready,” Bess said.

“You have your ticket?” he asked.

Bess reached into her bag and pulled out her ticket.

“I’ll keep it right here,” she said, tucking it into her pocket. “So even if the rain comes back and the tent leaks, it’s safe.”

“Good. See you in the morning.”

“Ethan?”

“Yeah?”

“Don’t go say good night to Reagan.”

He laughed and zipped the tent closed.

Bess snuggled down into her sleeping bag and let out a long breath as she closed her eyes and willed herself to sleep.

She didn’t know how long she’d been sleeping before something woke her up.

Something was moving outside her tent. The bottom of one wall crushed in slightly as if someone had hit it as they walked by.

“Ethan? What are you doing?”

She’d taken down the flap covering the mesh window on the side of the tent and saw something move past it.

“Ethan? This isn’t funny.”

The zipper opened, and she moved to sit up, but before she could, a figure dived through the opening and landed on top of her, a heavy hand crushing down over her mouth. She tried to scream against it, but the sound was muffled. As she strained her hand to reach for one of her shoes, anything to try to hit the assailant on top of her, a blade slashed across her throat.

In her last moments, she was still alive but couldn’t make any noise. She could only watch the silhouette against the moonlight, the blade lifting high and coming down into the center of her chest.
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Dean

Police interviewed Oliver Rogers, another visitor to the campground over the weekend, about his contact with the victim. Friends traveling with Sims reported to police that Sims first encountered Rogers in the campground general store and then again at the evening campfire. The two were last seen together, parting ways after the fire. Rogers told investigators he had left the campfire and had immediately returned to the RV where his family was staying. He spent the rest of the evening with his parents and brother. Then they went to bed.

Billie Collins, 18, reported that Sims’s flashlight disappeared from the bathhouse when she was showering prior to going to bed for the night. She described Sims as being “unnerved” by something as they walked back to camp after showering but didn’t see anything strange.

Anyone who was in the area and witnessed anything unusual is asked to get in touch with the Echo Harbor Police Department as soon as possible.

The image accompanying the news article about Bess Sims’s murder two decades ago shows the girl grinning at the camera, her arms around her friends as they pose next to a roaring campfire. The flames glowing at the edge of the frame are an eerie foreshadowing. There was no way for the group of teenagers who traveled to the campground in search of a last summer getaway before going off to college to know the horrors that awaited not only them but also the entire town—and how much fire would haunt them for years to come.

In the weeks since I left Echo Harbor, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about the unsolved murders I came across while I was investigating the mysterious fires and gruesome deaths at Wonderland Park. Those women, separated from each other by a decade and from the events of that brutal night that claimed the life of Kieran Green by another, deserve to have their stories told. Their families and friends deserve to know who took their loved ones from them. In all these years, investigators haven’t been able to trace what happened to either Bess Sims or Dahlia Faison. Both were found killed by sharp force trauma, one in the campground and the other actually at the gates of the park.

These similarities make it seem like the two deaths are connected, but the time that passed between them and the fact that nothing personally links the victims goes the other way, making it seem more like they are just two unrelated tragedies that happen to have occurred in close proximity to each other. In all honesty, I might not have put a lot of stock into the idea of them being related if I just heard about them out of the context of the Wonderland investigation. Deaths by knife wounds aren’t extraordinary, and it isn’t all that out of the realm of imagination that two murders could occur in the same geographic area ten years apart. That happens all the time. Without other similarities between the victims or the circumstances, I’d probably think they didn’t have anything to do with each other.

Until Kieran Green.

The only reason the murders came to my attention at all was the video that the content creator made talking about the mysteries surrounding the park and his ongoing interest in revealing its secrets. In his teaser video, where he was talking to the viewers about his own investigation into what happened in Wonderland, he mentioned a killer getting closer to the park. Delving into that brought me to Bess and Dahlia. It’s his belief that they are linked not just to each other but to the park as well that has me going down the rabbit hole.

Now I’m determined to find out the truth.

My computer trills and a window appears at the corner of my screen. I click on it, and Emma’s face pops up.

“Hey, cousin,” I say. “How are you feeling?”

She’s been battling a cold that knocked her on her ass and has kept her holed up in her house for the last week. Emma is not good at that.

“Better,” she says. “I think. Tell Xavier I got all the soup he sent me, and I really appreciate it. I tried to message him, but he never responded, so I’m assuming he lost his phone again.”

“Yeah. It’s in one of the storage rooms. The hunt is on. How much soup did he send you?” I ask.

“Two quarts of a different flavor every day,” she tells me. “All exceedingly garlicky because you know his feelings on germs and their aversion to garlic.”

“Vampire germs,” I say, nodding. “Well, I’m glad you’re at least starting to feel better. Sounds like you need to slow down. You’re working yourself into the ground.”

“You sound like Sam,” Emma says. “I swear that man is trying to coax me into an early retirement. Anyway, what are you up to?”

I let out a sigh. “Still working on those murders and the fire at Wonderland. I just can’t get it out of my head. I know there’s something there.”

“Have you found out anything new?”

“I went over everything in the records from the original investigations, but there wasn’t very much. So, I’ve been trying to find more news coverage and any blogs or videos about them. I actually found a couple of other true crime videos that talked about them individually, but nothing connected them. I was just reading an article from an old newspaper that isn’t around anymore about Bess Sims’s death.”

“She was the first victim?” Emma asks.

“Yeah. She died twenty years ago. She was camping with some friends at the campground right next to the park. They were visiting from a couple of hours away and were planning to spend the night, go to the park, spend another night, then head back home. Just a quick visit for the end of their last summer before going to college. Bess was the one they found in the tent with the ticket to the park tucked in her pocket.”

“Oh right. I don’t know why, but that just makes it sadder. I guess the thought of her being so excited for something and thinking that everything was good, then not living through the night.”

“Exactly. That’s just the thing. Everything was good. All the articles and blogs I’ve read, and the videos I’ve watched have talked about how everything was fine. They were all having a good time. One of the guys she was with said he went to her tent to tell her good night, and that’s when she put the ticket in her pocket. No one saw or heard anything unusual that night. But what I just read gave me a detail that I hadn’t heard before. Apparently, she went to the bathhouse to take a shower, and her flashlight went missing while she was there.”

“Her flashlight went missing?”

“Yeah. One of the girls she was with said that she had it with her when she went into the bathhouse, and then when she got out of the shower, it was missing. I don’t know what exactly that means, but it’s weird,” I say.

“Definitely is. You still think that the two murders are connected?” she asks.

“I do. There are still so many unanswered questions, and I don’t really know how it’s all unfolding, but I think that Kieran was on to something. He wasn’t new to content creation and telling these stories. He researched everything he was going to do and was really careful to make sure he was accurate. He wouldn’t just throw out the idea of a killer coming close to the park and that it has to do with the fires if he didn’t have a reason to believe that they all had something to do with each other. Now, we know that it didn’t have any connection to the second fire. That was the Davis family. But that first fire…”

“They still don’t have an explanation for it,” Emma says.

“Even with all the investigation they did, they don’t know how it started. They have a strong suspicion it was arson, and that’s what I believe. But that just leaves the question of what it could possibly have to do with those murders. The two women died ten years apart, and Dahlia Faison was killed ten years before Kieran Green.”

“But Kieran Green was killed to cover up the other murders inside the park,” Emma points out. “His death wasn’t connected to those two women. The timing was just convenient.”

“You almost said it was a coincidence,” I say.

“No such thing,” Sam calls from somewhere off-screen.

I didn’t even know he was there.

Emma points in his direction, giving me a look.

“All right, all right. Not a coincidence. A convenient specific placement of events on an ongoing timeline.”

“It’s strange that they happened with the same spacing,” Emma says. “But you know who killed Kieran and why, and I can’t imagine Martha was responsible for those girls.”

“No,” I agree. “But I don’t think the timing was accidental. Leo Cahill and his team were working on the story about Wonderland in honor of Scott Russo, but Kieran Green had clearly been looking into everything for a long time. They saw the introductory video he did a couple of weeks before they went into the park on their own, and his father was able to give us all those notes and things that show that Kieran was researching and building his investigation for a while. If he really believed that those deaths were connected, I think he chose the ten-year mark for its significance.”

“You think he might have thought there was going to be another murder?” Emma asks.

“Maybe. I think he knew that the drowning was staged but that he thought Hayden Davis was still alive. That it really was him faking his death and that he was going to possibly resurface around that time. He never came right out and said it, but I believe he was suspicious of Hayden.”

“But there was never anything to connect him to either of the murders?”

“No. There was almost no evidence at either scene. Bess was found in her tent, and other than some footprints in the mud nearby because it had rained that night, there wasn’t anything. No fingerprints. No fibers. No hair. There aren’t any cameras in the tent area of the campground, even now, so there wasn’t any kind of video evidence that would have shown who did it. They interviewed the four people she was traveling with and a guy she met while she was there, but they didn’t find anything.

“Dahlia Faison was similar. There wasn’t anything physically on or around her. No DNA, no hair, no skin under her nails. There wasn’t anything in her car when it was found by the side of the road. She was found at the gates to the park, but there was no camera coverage of that particular area. There was a brief snippet of her running across a part of the parking lot, but that’s it. Neither one of them had any sign of sexual assault, so there was no evidence there. They weren’t able to make any kind of connection between the two of them. Bess wasn’t even from the area. There wasn’t anything to point to any suspect, much less Hayden,” I say.

On the screen, I see Xavier walk into the room behind me.

“Dean, what kind of formalwear would be appropriate for a fair setting? State, not county, so there can be a bit more pizazz.”

The word is accentuated by Xavier spreading the fingers of one hand and waving it in a small arc in front of him.

“Hey, Xavier,” Emma says. “Thank you for the soup.”

“Oh, hi, Emma,” Xavier answers, coming closer to the computer. “I didn’t realize you were here via electronic beaming. You are very welcome. Which was your favorite?”

“The curry pumpkin,” she says.

“Ah yes. Seasonal and sultry. Much like me.”

Emma and my eyes slide to meet each other through the screen.

“Anyway,” Xavier continues, “Dean. Formalwear. State fair. Would a bowtie be excessive? Perhaps if it was in a nice denim?”

His fingertips trail across the front of his neck like he’s stroking the aforementioned tie.

“X, I’m sorry, I know it’s that time of year, but with everything that’s been going on, I’m really not in much of an amusement park kind of place right now. Maybe Cupcake can come for a visit and go with you. Or Nicole. I’m sure she’d like a break after all the help she’s been giving you around the house,” I say.

“First, there is a very distinct difference between an amusement park and a fair. Second, Cupcake will already be there since her sister is the bride,” Xavier says.

I look at Emma to see if she caught on to what he’s saying, but she just shrugs, shaking her head.

“All right, I’m going to need you to back up and go through that again,” I say. “I’m pretty sure that I missed something important.”

“Cupcake’s sister is getting married. When she found out that I am ordained, she asked if I would officiate her wedding,” he explains.

“And what does this have to do with the fair?” I ask.

“She wants to get married at the top of the Ferris wheel,” he tells me.

“Cupcake’s sister wants to have a wedding at the state fair,” I say.

“Yes.”

“At the top of the Ferris wheel.”

“At night, so it’s lit up.”

“At night, so it’s lit up.”

“Yes.”

“And she wants you to officiate the ceremony.”

“Yes.”

“And you’re going to be okay with that?”

X gives me a questioning look. “It’s not really up to me, Dean. They want to get married. I don’t even know them. It wouldn’t really be my place to pass judgment on their commitment to each other.”

“I meant, are you going to be okay being at the center of all that,” I say.

“I will be one with the twinkling lights and the midway music,” he says, bringing his hands together in front of him. “All will be well with my soul.”

“Good,” I say.

“Dean?”

“Yeah?”

“Bowtie or not?”
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Heather

Life’s a bitch, and then you die.

Heather Mullins never really got over walking into her creative writing class her junior year of high school and finding that written across the chalkboard in her teacher’s characteristic spiky cursive. The woman had even used pink chalk. Somehow, that just puts an underline in the message.

Heather didn’t put a lot of thought into it other than contemplating what middle-aged drama had the teacher melting down that particular day.

Now, a good chunk of years and a lot of bullshit life drama later, she’s feeling a lot more like she understands that long-ago writing prompt. And she has much more compassion for that teacher. Pink chalk and all.

“You have got to be kidding me,” she mutters as she snatches the paper off her front door. She reads through it again. “You have got to be fucking kidding me.”

She turns around to look down the hallway and sees identical notes tacked to a couple of other doors. She can only assume that the others don’t have the note because the people living in those apartments already took them down—and then went inside to have a panic attack and start packing since they were just informed that they have a month to get out.

The owner of the building briefly mentioned the possibility of selling a few months ago, but Heather didn’t think he would actually do it. And if he was going to, she thought that he would at least have the common decency to give them more notice that the new owners wanted all current tenants out of their apartments. One month isn’t enough time to find somewhere new to live, pack up, and move your life.

At least it’s not just her. She knows there are a couple of families living in the building that are going to have a much more difficult time completely changing everything within such a short time.

But of course, this is happening now. Why won’t it? She is already having a week of absolute hell. Why not add losing the apartment she has been living in for the last five years to finding out her career is crumbling around her literally as she’s standing at her grandmother’s graveside service? Alone. Because the extended family had disappeared into the ether after her parents died, leaving her the sole relative still swinging around on that particular branch of the tree.

Things used to be good. There were family holidays and Christmas cards hanging on the piece of twine her mother draped across the doorway between the living room and kitchen. Summer cookouts. Somewhere in the depths of her memory, Heather can even remember a couple of vacations with her cousins. But that all stopped when she was still a kid. She doesn’t know the full story. It doesn’t really matter. All she knows is that the family stopped really being family. Then after a while, they were gone completely.

It’s been years since she’s heard from any of them. Her grandmother’s funeral is the second they couldn’t be bothered to attend. Right after the one with two caskets and her standing between them, a hand on each, trying to figure out what she was going to do next.

Now her grandmother is gone, the career she sacrificed everything for is in shambles at her feet, and she won’t have a place to live in a month because her landlord cares more about being Scrooge McDuck and backstroking through his gold coins than actually caring about what happens to the people who live in the building.

Not to mention the voicemail on her phone that she’s been avoiding for the last three days.

Heather unlocks her apartment door and carries her grocery bag into the kitchen, depositing it on the counter. She takes her phone out of her pocket and sets it beside the bag, eyeing the screen for a moment as she thinks about that message.

Erika Encinas was the one to inform Heather of her grandmother’s death. It’s already hard to find out that someone you love has died, but there’s a special kind of coldness that comes along with getting that news not from another loved one or even a doctor but an attorney you’ve never spoken to. But that was the call she got.

Erika was the one to drop the bomb, but Granny couldn’t make it to the visit that Heather had been planning for two weeks later. She was the one to give her the details of the carefully planned final arrangements Heather was to oversee—including the funeral attended by Heather, Erika, a group of Granny’s longtime friends, and a smattering of people she was fairly sure was comprised largely of old people who got their kicks doing the rounds of wakes and burials.

Heather thought that was the end of it. It didn’t even occur to her to think about what was going to happen to Granny’s estate. Not that she really had much of anything. Then came the call from Erika after the funeral.

“Heather, this is Erika Encinas. I need to talk to you about your grandmother’s will. There are several specific instructions that need to be followed, particularly pertaining to the funds and property in Twilight Cove, Virginia. Please get back in touch with me at your earliest convenience.”

That was far from what Heather anticipated. Apparently, Granny had been holding out on her. She knew her grandmother had enough to take care of herself and had never had to rely on anyone else, but Heather never thought that she would have anything much to leave to her—if that. Maybe Granny would be another deserter and leave everything to the other side of the family.

Like the property in Twilight Cove.

That’s the one keeping Heather from returning the call. She doesn’t know what to think about the prospect of inheriting a piece of property on a tiny island several states away. It sounds like a lot of hassle she really doesn’t want to deal with. Frankly, she doesn’t think she can deal with the emotion of it all right now.

Almost as if prompted by her looking at it, her phone chirps to alert her to a new text. It’s from Will.

Are we still on for dinner tonight?

She smiles. Everything has been so hectic lately that she feels like she hasn’t had any time with her boyfriend in the last couple of weeks. A quick glance at the date on the screen makes her heart jump a little. She has somehow missed that it’s their three-year anniversary. Before the cascade of disasters, she was eagerly looking forward to tonight. He’s going to propose. She can feel it. They’ve talked about the future and all their plans. Now, it’s just a matter of formality. And the ring.

Thinking about it takes some of the edge off the heavy feeling in her chest, and she quickly responds. Throwing her groceries into the refrigerator and cabinets as fast as she can, she rushes to the bathroom to jump in the shower. She has two hours to get ready for the most important night of her life so far.
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Life’s a bitch and then you die.

They didn’t make it to dessert.

They didn’t make it to the entrée.

They didn’t even make it all the way through the appetizer.

Heather storms into her apartment and slams the door so hard behind her the wall shudders. She’s sure it startled the neighbors, but she really can’t bring herself to give half a damn right now. Anger buzzes through her, punctuated by white-hot stabs of humiliation.

She’s never going to forget the look on the waitress’s face upon realizing she had just walked up to the table to check on them right in the middle of their breakup. Will not only didn’t remember that it was their anniversary, but he had chosen tonight as the ideal opportunity to kick her to the curb. Maybe his refusal to go to her grandmother’s funeral should have tipped her off that this was not the man she was going to be marrying, but she was still completely blindsided.

As she leaned back against her door, trying to take deep breaths to calm herself down, she looked around her apartment. Soon to be not her apartment. The balled-up notice is still sitting on the side table by the couch. The computer she closed after getting the message from her boss and hasn’t opened since is on the coffee table.

Heather yanks the phone out of her pocket and calls Erika Encinas.

By the end of the conversation with the attorney, Heather feels like she doesn’t know her grandmother anywhere near as well as she thought she did. Granny’s will outlined instructions for spreading some of her savings to various charitable organizations that meant something to her, as well as what to do with the possessions in her house. But the rest of the savings—a considerable sum Heather couldn’t believe when she heard—and the house in Twilight Cove are to go to Heather.

The only instruction linked to the house is that she’s not allowed to sell it sight unseen. She has to actually go see it.

“A sign of respect from the family,” as her grandmother put it.

That’s fine with Heather. She’s going to do her grandmother one better. Not only is she going to go to Twilight Cove, Virginia, and see the house she just inherited. She’s going to move there. Leave behind the dumpster fire her life has turned into and get a fresh start.

“Did you ever visit the house when you were younger?” Erika asked her when giving Heather the details of the will. “Justine mentioned to me once that it was used as a family vacation house years ago.”

Heather never went. She remembers hearing that her aunts, uncles, and cousins went, but her parents never brought her. In all honesty, she didn’t even think her grandmother still owned it. She doesn’t know why they never visited, but now she’s going to make up for lost time.

With the conversation done and her commitment to go officially out in the universe, Heather sits down in front of her computer to do some research into the community that would soon be her home. All she really knows about it is that it’s an island off the Virginia coast. She feels like she should probably know a bit more about it than that before showing up.

But as her search draws her into recent news stories about the island, her image of a peaceful little town stripped right off the front of a postcard starts to dissolve at the edges. She reads through the bloody headlines, learning about the series of gruesome murders that took the town by the throat over the last year. The thought of a wealthy, powerful man getting stabbed to death in his own home in the midst of a lavish party is chilling. But the image of another man coming out of a Mardi Gras parade float brutalized and tied to his throne to die is even worse. As the stories shift to the town on the mainland connected to Twilight Cove, Echo Harbor, the knot in Heather’s stomach tightens.

She slams the computer closed and pushes it a few inches away across the table. Things happen. That’s the way it is. Lord knows there’s been plenty of crime right around her apartment, including a domestic situation that ended with a coroner van outside the building right down the street. She’s not going to let the stories dissuade her. She was given the opportunity for a brand-new start right at the time when she needed it more than ever in her life. Nothing is going to stop her from taking it.
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It takes two weeks for Heather to purge her apartment of everything she doesn’t need, stuff the rest into a moving pod to be transported to Twilight Cove, and tie up all the loose ends she doesn’t want to leave behind. Finally, the day comes for her to drop her keys into her landlord’s hand, climb behind the wheel of her moving truck, and set off on her new adventure.

The journey takes all day, and she decides to stop for the night in Echo Harbor so she can cross on the ferry in the morning. She’s exhausted when she enters the lobby and walks up to the desk. The woman behind it gives her a fresh, bright smile that has to mean she works nights and just got into her shift.

“Hi, there,” she says. “Do you have a reservation?”

“I don’t,” Heather says. “But I was hoping you had a room for tonight.”

“Just you?” the clerk asks.

Heather presses her lips together, the sting from Will’s unceremonious departure still sharp.

“Yep. Just me.”

The woman clicks a few keys on her computer and nods. “No problem. We’ve got something right here. Are you just passing through town?”

“Yeah, I’m actually going to Twilight Cove in the morning,” Heather tells her.

“Smart to get your getaway in before the rest of the tourists start showing up for Halloween and the holiday season,” she says.

“Well, I’m not a tourist. I’m moving to the island.”

The woman looks surprised. “You’re moving to Twilight Cove?”

“Yes. My grandmother left me a house, and I’ve decided to start a new chapter. I’ve never been on the island though, so I didn’t want to try to navigate it at night.”

“It can be a little tricky. I spend a good amount of time on the island. I might be able to tell you how to get to your house. Whereabouts is it?”

Heather checks Erika’s email on her phone.

“Moonlight Path,” she says. “Number 1 Moonlight Path. I didn’t even know that a place could have ‘1’ as its address.”

“That house can,” the clerk says. “It’s the only one on that road.”

“The only one?”

The clerk nods as she slides a keycard across the desk toward Heather. “It’s one of the original houses in the community. It’s right on the water. You can’t miss it.”

The words are innocuous, but there’s something in the way the clerk says them that feels strange to Heather. She takes the card from the counter and thanks the clerk before picking up her overnight bag and heading for her room.

The odd way the clerk reacted to her was by mentioning that the house was still with Heather the next morning when she drove onto the ferry to make her crossing to Twilight Cove. Early morning fog rolls across the water, creating an eerie atmosphere as the ferry glides toward the island. Heather stands at the railing, watching as the land comes closer. There’s only one other person on the boat with her, making the crossing quiet and almost ceremonial.

When they arrive at the dock, she drives the moving truck off the ferry and turns into the parking lot. It’s difficult to maneuver the truck with her car attached to the trailer hitch, but she manages to get it through the space and into a spot on the far side. She opens a GPS app on her phone and studies the map of the island, trying to orient herself.

A sudden tapping on her window makes her jump, and Heather turns to see a man’s face looking at her through the glass. He smiles and waves, taking a step back from the truck as if to put Heather at ease. Rolling the window down a few inches, she looks out at him.

“Morning,” he says. “You’re getting an early start.”

“Yeah,” Heather says, looking at the map on her phone again. “Trying to.”

“Something I could help you with?

“I’m just trying to find a house,” Heather says. “My house, I guess.”

“Your house?” he asks.

“I’m moving here,” she tells him. “I just inherited a house from my grandmother.”

“Oh,” he says, pausing for a second. He’s thinking through what she said and eyeing the moving truck like he just pieced the two things together. The smile comes back to his face. “I guess that makes us neighbors, then. Carver Bennett.”

“Heather Mullins,” she says. “Can you tell me the easiest way to get to Moonlight Path?”

“You’re moving into the house on Moonlight?”

“Apparently,” she says. “I hear it’s the only house on that road.”

“That it is,” he says, the same strange note she heard from the hotel clerk also in his voice. “Well, you might have a bit of a challenge getting there with this rig, but you’ll make it.”

Heather listens as Carver gives her directions to the house. They contradict the map she’s looking at, and she tends to trust technology when it comes to things like this. But this man seems to know what he’s talking about. Communities like this are usually made up of born-and-bred locals, and they know things that maps might not have caught on to.

“Nobody has been up there for a long time. It’ll be good to not have it sitting there empty anymore.”

“Okay, well, thank you for your help.”

“See you around.”

He steps away from the truck, and Heather drives off, following his directions to the far side of the island.
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What the hell, Granny?

Heather stands in the driveway of the massive house, which is sitting on a rocky edge overlooking the ocean. She knows it has to be the right house. After all, it is the only one on this road, just like it was described to her. But this isn’t what she was expecting. Somehow, when she thinks about her grandmother having a vacation house that the family visited in the summers, she imagines a little cottage.

This is not a little cottage.

She remembers what the clerk at the hotel said about the house being one of the original ones from the community, and that makes even more sense now as she’s looking at it. The mansion has the ornate energy of the retreat for a wealthy family in a different era. A wide porch wraps around the entire home, swings hanging in the two corners she can see. Above her, there’s a widow’s walk, and the cloudy sky almost gives the impression that someone is still standing there, looking out over the gray water, waiting.

Heather walks around the perimeter of the house, taking in the gorgeous woodwork and once carefully attended landscaping. There’s even a stained glass window inset on one wall. An idea starts to form in her mind, something she hadn’t thought about in many years. When she was much younger, before the realities of adulthood tossed her into a career she poured all of herself into but never really loved, she held the secret dream of owning a bed-and-breakfast.

She could remember where that dream came from. A vacation she took with her parents over her birthday. Rather than just getting a hotel room, they stayed in a quaint bed-and-breakfast, which made her feel like they had walked into her very own storybook. After that, she wanted to have something of her own.

Now she can.

This sprawling house is far too big for her to just live in on her own. And she hasn’t quite yet reached the point in her life where she’s willing to start adopting a clowder. But she could transform it.

The sound of car wheels crunching over the gravel of the driveway snaps her out of her thoughts, and Heather turns to see a black SUV pull into place behind her moving truck. A man in slacks and a polo shirt climbs out. He reaches back into the car and gets a leather-bound folder. His dark sunglasses seem too much, considering the clouds, and he slides them back onto the top of his head as he approaches Heather.

“Ms. Mullins?” he asks.

“Yes,” Heather says.

“Hi,” he says, extending his hand toward her. “I’m Jeff Shriver. We talked on the phone.”

Heather nods, recognizing the name as the real estate agent Erika connected her with. For a brief time a while back, the house was apparently on the market, and Shriver represented it. But then her grandmother decided not to sell it. The attorney told her that he would show her around the property and give her the keys when she arrived. Heather was expecting to have to call him to let him know that she got to town. She is a bit surprised to see him just show up right after she’s gotten to the house.

“Right,” she says. “Um, thanks for coming out here.”

“No problem. I was going to look at a different property this morning and heard that you got into town, so I figured I would just come on up here, and we could look over the house.”

“You heard I got to town?” Heather asks.

“I ran into Carver at the coffee shop, and he told me,” Jeff says.

Heather is suddenly very aware of the stark contrast between living in a city and coming here to this small community. She never really thought of the luxury of anonymity before, but now she’s realizing just how quickly she’s going to have to get used to people being much more wrapped up in her life.

“News travels fast,” she says.

“Welcome to Twilight Cove,” he says.

He looks at the moving truck, his eyes sliding across the back and seeming to linger on the tow hitch attaching her car.

“I thought you were just coming to look at the property. I was under the impression you were required to come see it as a condition of your inheritance but thought that you were most likely going to put it on the market.”

“Coming to see it was a condition of my inheritance,” Heather confirms. “But I’m not selling. I decided to relocate. I’m feeling ready for a change in my life.”

Jeff Shriver looks confused and like he’s not sure how to respond. He looks at the house, then back to Heather.

“Well then,” he says. “Welcome again, I guess permanently. Are you ready to look at it?”

He walks past her, and Heather follows behind, somewhat baffled by the strange welcome. Shriver climbs up the wide wooden front steps onto the porch and takes the keys out of his pocket.

“Is the electricity and everything hooked up?” Heather asks.

“Yes,” Shriver says. “All of the utilities were maintained so it could be used at any time. There hasn’t been anybody inside in a while, but it should still be in good condition.”

He opens the front door, and they step inside. Heather walks past him into the foyer, turning her head to one side to look into a formal parlor. There’s a similar room on the other side, but the darker colors make her think these rooms were designed to separately entertain men and women when the house was new. In her mind, she can already see one of the spaces being transformed into a lobby to welcome guests and the other getting decorated back into its original splendor for quiet afternoon reading or maybe even tea service.

She’s starting to get excited as she looks around and realizes that Jeff has said something to her, but she missed it. Looking back over her shoulder at him, she lifts her eyebrows.

“I’m sorry, what?” she asks.

“I was just asking if you know much about the property,” he says.

“Oh no. Nothing really. This is the first time I’ve ever been here. My grandmother didn’t talk about it very much when I was younger. I just knew that it existed. I honestly thought she sold it a long time ago.”

“If you never spent time here, it must have been quite a surprise to find out she had left it to you,” Shriver says.

Heather gives a tight smile. “Yeah, I guess it was.”

“Well, it’s been here for a long time. It’s one of the most historic properties on the island. The family who built it were known for their wealth and standing in the community. At least at first.”

“At first?”

“Local lore says that they were only able to have one child during their marriage. A son. He was beloved by his parents and given every privilege and opportunity in life. They made sure that he had access to the best education. Everything he wanted. But then he disappeared. No one knows exactly what happened to him, but it drove his mother into madness. She spent hours day and night walking along the widow’s walk, waiting for her son to come home. Then, one day it just got to be too much for her, and she threw herself off it. They had become so reclusive that it was several days before anybody found her. When they went into the house, they found blood but no sign of her husband. To this day, no one knows exactly what happened, and neither the father nor the son have been seen again.

“After that, everyone says odd things happen around here. A couple of other families tried to live in the house but never made it long. One family left after just a couple of weeks. Another moved in, and the husband died under mysterious circumstances.”

“What circumstances?”

“He was found on the rocks under the widow’s walk. Part of the railing was broken, but investigators said it looked like it might have been partially cut. Again, no one knows what really happened. There have been stories of people hearing things coming from here or seeing lights on when no one was supposed to be here. Some even say they still see the woman up on the widow’s walk.”

Heather feels a slight chill, remembering the feeling she got when she first stepped out of her car. But she doesn’t let the reaction show. Something about the way Jeff Shriver is looking at her makes her feel like the new kid in an elementary school classroom being told the gym teacher is really a werewolf.

She cocks her head to the side and smiles. “Happy Halloween,” she says.

Making her way down the hallway in front of her, she glances back over her shoulder.

“Maybe a little early, but I can get into the spirit.”

“All right,” Jeff says behind her, following as she makes her way toward the back of the house.

As they continue to explore the house, Shriver occasionally offers tidbits about the layout and the most appealing features. Heather’s vision for her future bed-and-breakfast becomes clearer. There’s a lot of work to be done. But she’s looking forward to getting started.

They go back to the front of the house, and she starts up the grand staircase that leads to the upper floors. As they are climbing, she encounters the stained glass window she saw from outside.

“That was designed for the wife of the first owner,” Shriver tells her.

“It’s gorgeous,” Heather says.

“Do you have family coming to live with you? Seems like a pretty big place for just one person.”

Even though she’s had the same thought herself, Heather didn’t like the sound of this sentiment coming from Jeff. She was having a difficult time warming up to this man.

“It won’t just be me. I’m turning the house into a bed-and-breakfast,” she says.

She knows in the back of her mind that this is a completely rash decision that she hasn’t taken the time to think through. But now she has thrown it out into the universe, so it’s happening.

“A bed-and-breakfast?”

“Yes. I noticed in the paperwork that came from my grandmother that it’s zoned for both residential and commercial use. I’m assuming someone else was thinking about doing the same thing or possibly doing tours at some time but just didn’t do it. So it shouldn’t be a problem getting the permits.”

“A lot is going to have to be done around here to make it ready for that,” he says.

“I know,” Heather says. “Fortunately, it’s not the first time I will have tackled renovation projects. My parents bought a lakeside cabin when I was young, and we fixed it up ourselves. I helped them do all of the improvement projects and repairs for years.”

“You’re going to do it yourself?”

She feels a little bit of satisfaction at the surprise in his voice. “There are a few things that I’m going to need help with, but I’m sure there are people on the island who could help with them. As for the rest, it should be a fun challenge,” she says.

“Maybe you should sleep on that idea,” he says. “Nobody has been around this place in a long time, and it seems like you’d be doing a lot of work and sinking a ton of money into somewhere I don’t know if people would want to stay.”

“Because of the stories?” Heather asks.

He lifts his shoulders, giving her an exaggerated, knowing look. “It has been empty for a long time.”

“I think it will be okay,” Heather says. “Thank you for showing me around.”

Shriver catches the dismissive note in the words and heads for the front door. Heather follows him and holds her hand out for the keys. He looks at her empty palm for a lingering second before dropping them in.

“Have a nice day,” he says, lowering his sunglasses back over his eyes and walking out.

Heather closes the door behind her and takes a deep breath, looking around again.

“All right, Granny,” she whispers to the empty space. “Let’s see what we can do.”
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The storage box of her belongings isn’t scheduled to be delivered to the house later that afternoon, so Heather gets to work emptying the truck. She wants to be able to return it before the box gets here, and the only available drop-off place is back on the mainland, so she doesn’t have much time. The house is still furnished, which means she’s either going to have to figure out a way to wedge in her own possessions or get rid of a lot of stuff.

She chooses a bedroom on the top floor with a large four-poster bed she knows she’s going to keep. Her infatuation with the room lessens slightly over the next few hours, though, as she hauls her boxes up the three flights of stairs.

When she’s finally finished distributing everything into the various parts of the house, she feels a sense of accomplishment and relief. Every step is like putting the trash heap of the last few weeks of her life firmly behind her, and she’s glad for the distance.

By the time she gets back to the house after returning the truck, the storage box has been delivered. She opens it and lets out a heavy sigh. Thank goodness she downsized.

Heather leaves the furniture in the box to deal with another time, but she manages to empty all the moving boxes and totes into the house before it gets dark. She’s starving by the time she’s done, but also dirty and sweaty, so she takes a long, hot shower. Then she goes into town to find something to eat, taking out pizza from a little restaurant on Main Street and bringing it back to the house.

All the work she did all day kept her distracted from the stories that Jeff Shriver told her as she heads toward the home. But once she’s in the cavernous house with the darkness of the autumn night beyond the windows, the lore comes back to mind.

With the pizza box open on the coffee table beside her, Heather opens her computer and starts searching. She has just found a page about the house on the historical site for the island when she hears a heavy thud above her head. It sounds like something fell in one of the upstairs rooms. Putting her partially eaten piece of pizza back in the box, Heather gets up and goes to see if she can find the source of the sound. Nothing seems out of place, but as she starts back down to the living room, she hears another loud sound.

She continues cautiously toward the sound. As she approaches, she hears what can only be described as footsteps. Stopping, she listens. They come again, and she realizes they are coming from the widow’s walk. Her hand goes to her pocket to make sure her phone is there. She gets to the door accessing the balcony, and there’s the heavy sound again. Throwing the door open, she looks out. A rush of relief and a feeling of embarrassment flicker over her when she sees a loose shutter banging against the side of the house.

“I am a cliché,” she says to herself as she secures the shutter. She stands for a second on the walk, looking out over the moonlight-speckled water beyond the rocky ledge.

The shutter doesn’t explain the footsteps.

She pushes the thought from her mind and goes back inside. There’s obviously an explanation. It’s a fun spooky story to tell that everyone who has come to live in this house has been scared away, but her grandmother owned it for decades. She was never scared away, and Heather had never heard that anything unusual happened to her family when they were visiting.

Back in the living room, she picks up her pizza and takes another bite before scrolling through the information about the house. Pictures of earlier days show the home in its former glory along with grainy black-and-white images of the family that once lived here. Her heart beats a little faster when she reads the same story that Jeff Shriver told her. It wasn’t just an urban legend he grew up hearing. These people had names. Faces.

Thatcher Hughes. Disappeared.

Evelyn Hughes. Fell to her death.

Lucas Hughes. Never seen again.

Somewhere in the recesses of the house, Heather hears footsteps.
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Ten years ago…

There had to be someone around. Anyone.

A chill wind blew up around her, stinging the tracks of tears on her cheeks as if to remind Dahlia that it was winter. The campground was closed. There were no tents nestled among the barren oaks and spiky pines at the back. All the RV slots were empty. The pool had been drained and the chairs stacked up on the concrete edges. No one was walking the paths or sitting around the long-cold fire pits.

Two months ago, there would have been late-season campers. They would have heard her screams. They would have seen her running frantically down the paths.

Still. Maybe. Maybe there was someone.

A groundskeeper. A maintenance worker. The owner of the property.

Even a trespasser exploring. It didn’t matter. She just needed someone.

She’d managed to get away. She didn’t think she would. And she knew he didn’t think she would either. That was how she slipped away. He was too confident. He believed he’d broken her spirit and that she wouldn’t try anything.

But she did.

Now she was running.

Running despite the cold. Running despite the shaking in her muscles. Running despite the pain of each breath.

She was running so that maybe she would get a chance to see another day.

Ahead of her, she saw a bathhouse. The promise of shelter where she might be able to hide fueled her to run faster. The brown-painted door on the concrete side of the building became the only thing she could see. Her hands slammed against it, and she grabbed the handle.

The door didn’t move. She tugged again, putting every bit of the strength and energy she still had in her body into trying to yank the door open. But it wouldn’t. It was locked.

She looked behind her to see if he was getting close. As much as she wanted to scream at the top of her lungs in the hopes that anyone would hear her, she stopped herself soon after she got to the campground. If she was quiet, he might not be able to track her as easily. She couldn’t see him. She tugged on the door one more time, then abandoned it and ran around to the other side of the building where there was another door. Hard tugs on this handle did nothing. The buildings had been locked for the offseason.

Pounding her hands against the door in frustration, Dahlia pressed her back to the side of the building to try to catch her breath.

“Where are you?” The sound of the voice cutting through the silence was like glass shattering. He was there. “Come on, Dahlia. You’re not going to get away from me.”

Her head dropped back against the wall, and she squeezed her eyes closed. Tears streamed down her cheeks.

“Come on out. It’s going to be so much easier if you just come out.”

Dahlia filled her lungs with as much of the cold, thin air as she could force into them and shoved away from the wall. She knew she wouldn’t be under the coverage of the building for long. He was going to see her. She needed to get as far away as she could. There was only one direction she could go now.

“Stop!” His shout reverberated so close behind her that Dahlia cried out when she heard it.

She pushed herself to run faster. He was stronger and faster. He had more energy after the last three days.

She thought about her boyfriend as she ran for the front entrance of the campground. She was supposed to see him that night. They had plans she’d been looking forward to all day. She’d chosen her outfit, and had gotten her nails done. Something special was going to happen that night. She just knew it. Then the blue-and-red lights flashed in her rearview mirror.

Maybe she was naive. Maybe she was just stupid at that moment. But it never went through her mind that those lights might not be real. Never once had she considered the possibility that someone could fake police lights. She just assumed she had done something without realizing it.

Maybe she was speeding. Maybe she hadn’t signaled when she changed lanes. Had she changed her tags on time? Whatever it was, it couldn’t be anything too serious. She pulled to the side of the road thinking it would be a couple of minutes and a warning, then she would be back on her way home to get ready. She didn’t know until it was far too late.

Now she was running.

She wondered what Craig was thinking. She didn’t have her phone. She didn’t have any way of getting in touch with him. He didn’t know what happened to her. But he was looking. She knew he was. Everything in her told her that he was searching for her. She just had to stay alive long enough for him to find her.

Running down the gravel road toward the entrance of the campground, Dahlia saw the narrow trail cut into the woods that led to the parking lot of the theme park. Maybe somebody was at the park. The new owners just bought it last year. They had only been running it for one season. And they’d talked about all the improvements and changes they were making. Surely that meant someone would be there even though the park was closed for the season.

It was her last hope. She ran down the path and into the parking lot. It opened in front of her like a vast Black Sea. She had been to the park many times before, but the lot never looked so immense. Without any cars around, it just seemed to stretch on forever. Running out into it left her feeling completely exposed and even more vulnerable. There was nowhere for her to hide. There were posts positioned throughout the parking lot with signs to indicate different parking areas as well as lights, but none of them were big enough for her to hide behind. She had to keep going until she got to the gates.

She knew she was slowing down. She could feel her feet getting heavier. Every part of her body ached. He was still behind her. He was closing in with every step.

As she ran toward the gate, she saw movement. Her heart lifted. There was someone there.

“Help!” she screamed.

There was no point in trying to stay quiet now. She couldn’t hide. The nameless man chasing her knew exactly where she was.

“Help!” she screamed again. “Hey!”

The figure became clearer as she got closer to the front entrance to the park. It was a man, his back to her as he seemed to walk toward the gate as well. When she was within a few yards of him, he turned, and her steps faltered. Her heart jumped up to her throat.

The hesitation was enough.

The heavy footsteps pounding against the pavement behind her closed the gap within seconds. There was nowhere for her to run.

Pain exploded in her back and pitched her forward. Before she hit the ground, another blow sliced through her belly. She landed on the cold pavement, her fingers reaching for the gate. Beyond it, she could see the carousel.
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Dean

I lean closer to my computer screen to get a better look at the image. It’s a scanned copy of an old flier, so it isn’t the clearest picture, but it still sends a little bit of a chill down my spine.

“What are you looking at?” Xavier asks, coming into the kitchen from the back pantry.

His arms are filled with jars of sourdough starter. He just recently removed the summer-themed ribbons that they’ve been wearing for the last couple of months and replaced them with more autumn-appropriate attire. Never in my life did I think I would get to a point where I even considered the idea of sourdough starters having wardrobes, but here I am. And it is all actually starting to make sense, so that’s something for me to contemplate.

“It’s a flier I found. Twilight Cove has a community website to advertise all of their events and format tourism, that kind of thing. But there’s also an Archives section. It took me a little looking to find it, but somebody took the time to create records of important events and things from the town’s history. Including when Hayden Davis bought Wonderland Park. This is a flier advertising his big grand opening.”

I turn the screen so he can see it.

Xavier leans over my shoulder to look at it. “He handed out fliers?”

“Apparently. But that’s not the point. It’s what’s on the flier.”

I point to one of the images. It’s of a pretty woman sitting on one of the horses on the carousel, her head dipped back as she laughs.

“That’s Dahlia Faison, the murder victim found outside the front gates of the park. In one of the articles I read, her boyfriend briefly mentioned that she had been a part of the advertising campaign for the park, and so it was even more upsetting that she was found dead there. I wanted to see it for myself and eventually found this. And there she is.

“These were handed out a couple of weeks before the season-opening celebration. There are a couple of different versions of it. They all have different pictures of activities and attractions inside the park with members of the community. I think she’s in this picture too.”

I select another scan and zoom in on it so Xavier can see. The main image on this flier is of a roller coaster, but in the background, there are several smaller pictures of people playing games and eating from the concession stands and kiosks. In one of them, it looks like Dahlia’s playing a game of Skee-Ball at the arcade.

“That looks like her,” Xavier confirms. “She’s just wearing a different shirt.”

“So she was involved in the park buildup to the opening again after the Davis family bought it,” I say. “And then she was found dead right outside the gates a couple after the first season under their ownership. That feels strange. I read in the case reports that the investigators focused heavily on her boyfriend at first because he was supposed to see her that day.”

“And because the intimate partner is almost always the first suspect,” Xavier says. “Odds are, if you are going to get murdered, it’s going to be by the person who’s supposed to love you the most.”

“That’s comforting. Thank you, Xavier. Anyway, they weren’t able to find anything at all that connected him to her disappearance. She was missing for three days before they found her body. They found her car by the side of the road, but no indication of what might have happened. Her phone was still in the car, and there was nothing on it to suggest that she was meeting somebody else or had any plans to go anywhere. The theory is that she was running from the direction of the campground looking for help as she was being pursued. But here’s the issue. The campground was closed for the winter.”

“So was the park. She was at two locations that were closed,” Xavier says. “But if she had been missing for three days, I have the strong suspicion she didn’t have much of a choice in the matter of where she was.”

“This is true. But how did she end up there? Obviously, the person who had her for those three days brought her there, but how did she end up running across the parking lot? Did she escape and take off? Or did they release her so they could hunt her down?”

“A campground and parking lot of a theme park don’t seem like ideal human hunting grounds,” Xavier says.

“They don’t. Which brings me back to wondering what they were doing there.”

“And if maybe it was familiar ground,” he says.

I nod. “Kieran Green was convinced these murders were connected, and he said he would be talking about the dark things that happened at the park.” I shake my head and look back at the picture on the screen. “But what about the timing? I told Emma the same thing. I think Kieran was suspicious of Hayden. I think that was what he was going to talk about in his videos, and his notes even point to it. I don’t think he believed that Hayden actually drowned but that he thought Hayden faked his own death and was going to come back.

“And I can follow that. I obviously know that’s not what happened, but I still feel like he was involved with these murders and maybe other things. The problem is that the timing doesn’t work out. It isn’t that there were years between the two deaths. Sometimes killers wait a long time between victims. But Bess died ten years before Dahlia. Nine years before Hayden Davis bought Wonderland. And she wasn’t even from the area.”

Xavier gives a couple of slow nods.

“Are you good at sliding down this slippery slope by yourself, or do you need me here to be your pine tree?”

“My pine tree?”

“You know,” Xavier strikes a pose that would be more treelike if he didn’t have the jars. “In case you need to grab on to something.”

“Oh,” I say, “No. I’m fine.”

“Okay. I’m going to get these babies outside for some sun before it gets dark. Rollin’ with the Dough-mies is feeling a little sluggish today. I’ll be in the yard if you need me.”

I wave over my head as he walks out. I’m aware that the deeper I look into these deaths, the more I seem to be proving that they don’t have anything to do with each other and aren’t linked to the fire at Wonderland or to the anathematic owner of the park. And yet, I can’t let it go. There’s just something gnawing at me. I can’t get rid of the tug in my gut that tells me there’s more to this below the surface. That if I just keep looking, I will be able to prove it.

I go back to the email I got from Celeste earlier and open the attachment. The news article gives a brief overview of the entire situation that unfolded with the Davis family and the horrors at Wonderland Park a few weeks ago. It continues on to confirm the official identification of two sets of human remains located hidden within the park. One was Hayden Davis, his murder a startling revelation to a community who believed he drowned only months before, not knowing they’d been watching an imposter for years. The second was Garrett Sanger, the son of the former co-owner of the park.

I’m not surprised by either. I knew they were both there. I’m glad they have both been found so that the truth can be told and those responsible can face justice. But their bodies being unearthed, and the stories behind it being told, has only hastened the plans to demolish Wonderland Park. The community of Echo Harbor doesn’t want the reminder anymore. The same people who fought to have the park preserved—and hoped that someone else would come in and buy it to preserve generations of memories—now just want it gone. The silhouettes of the rides against the sky and the foreboding gates still sitting there as constant reminders of the brutality that had occurred are too much for many of them.

It seems like the Echo Harbor Historical Society will finally get what they’ve wanted all along. They were opposed to Hayden buying up the old park and renovating it. They want to turn the area into a historic site that memorializes the first entertainment complex that occupied that land. Now, according to the article, that will likely happen within the next several months.

I don’t want it gone until we’ve found all the answers. I know I’m working on borrowed time, but I won’t stop. I don’t want Bess or Dahlia to be forgotten. I don’t want their stories to get brushed aside by all the sensationalism and drama of the most recent crimes. Their cases are cold, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t important. Their families deserve answers, and those who have lived under the shadow of suspicion all these years deserve to have their names cleared.

Even if I’m wrong, I still want to know what happened to each of those women and why.
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I spend the next week leading up to the wedding wondering if Xavier is going to make it.

It really is a toss-up.

He is extraordinarily bound by loyalty and honor, so if he commits to doing something, every fiber of his being is compelled to do it. It isn’t just a matter of not wanting to disappoint anyone. It’s his perception of reality. If he says he is going to do something, that is etched into existence—it is a set point in the progression of life. He simply has to do it. The fact that it was Cupcake who asked him to do this for her sister also makes me feel like he would do whatever it takes to make it happen.

And yet this is still Xavier. And people are still asking him to perform a wedding ceremony for people he doesn’t know, in front of even more people he doesn’t know, in a setting not designed for wedding ceremonies. This isn’t like when he married Bellamy and Eric. It was just the small group of us, our family, and while we were standing out on a sidewalk, he was able to overlook the setting issue because there was nothing for the wedding to conflict with. As he explained it to me later, because he didn’t have any sort of preconceived notion of that particular spot on the sidewalk or its function, there wasn’t a problem with superimposing a wedding onto it.

Xavier very much has preconceived notions about the state fair and its function. And a wedding is not one of those.

As much as I believe that it is in his heart to do this for Cupcake and her sister, and to create this special experience for everyone who is depending on him, I also know how incredibly challenging it will be for him. I think there is a good shot he could stress and worry himself into contracting some sort of previously eradicated disease before he steps foot on the midway.
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But our travel day comes, and he is still upright and working through what he’s going to say during the ceremony. Nicole arrives as we are packing everything into the car. She’s in a large van I haven’t seen before.

“Nicole,” I say, “I know you have been doing some exploring in your career path recently, but you do remember that this family dabbles in the law enforcement and crime-solving sphere, right? Driving a big, windowless white van kinda gives you away.”

“Good morning to you too, Dean,” she says. “I have not made that particular leap, though I would have plenty of inspiration with all the scary-ass books I keep finding in those rooms. Do you know how unnerving it is to find a dusty old book with a title like And the Widow Wept Blood or some shit like that in the corner under a box of novelty socks? Who needs books about murder? You live with a damn private investigator, and you can turn on essentially any channel or streaming network and learn all about the mayhem.”

“Laying bare the darkness of the human mind and the horrors it is capable of producing forces these realities into recognition and acknowledgment. It commemorates the lives of the victims in unflinching realism and places power in the hands of those left behind. Through explorations of those dark threads of human existence, we are better equipped to recognize them and their potential in all people. The pages ensure victims’ names are read and spoken over and over. Shows are consumable, and then they disappear. Books linger,” Xavier says.

“And good morning, Xavier.” She walks around the back of the van. “Just for reference, this is my new work van. It was getting hard hauling around everything I needed for my parties and events in just my itty bitty car, so I decided to upgrade. This way I can bring everything I need. And today”—she pops open the back doors—“that means totes.” She continues, “I hear I might be encountering some holiday decorations and accouterments, and since I am not permitted to make unilateral disposal decisions without proper tribunal consultation”—her eyes slide over toward Xavier as she seems to mimic his exact words—“I figured some storage solutions would be in order.”

She reaches into the back of the van and drags out two red plastic totes with dark-green lids.

“Festive,” I say.

“These are for Christmas,” she says.

She reaches back into the van and pulls out an orange-and-black version, then a brown-and-yellow one, and finally, a blue one.

“I’ve also got Halloween, Thanksgiving, and Hanukkah. Covering all the bases.”

“Smaller holidays and miscellaneous celebrations?” Xavier asks.

“There are some white ones in there, and I brought markers and stencils.”

Xavier walks up to her and throws his arms around her firmly.

“All right. Come on, X. We should hit the road. Nicole, Godspeed.”

“Dean, speed limit.”

Xavier and I climb into the car and set out for Doswell.

Everyone involved in the wedding is staying in a hotel just up the road from the fairgrounds, and according to Cupcake, they have pre-wedding festivities planned starting this evening. That gives us enough time to get to the hotel and settle in before we meet up with everyone.

As we get closer, I start to see signs for a theme park. It’s one I remember having heard about before, but I’ve never been to it. The advertisements get more frequent as we get closer, and I realize that we seem to be following them.

“X, we are going to the fair, right?” I ask.

“Tomorrow for the wedding,” he says, “yes.”

“Not a theme park? Or an amusement park? I’ve learned those are different things.”

“No,” he says. “The state fair. The park just must be close by.”

As in right across the street.

We pull into the hotel parking lot, and I step out to stare at the theme park literally across the road. I draw in a breath, willing the thoughts out of my mind, pushing away intrusive, bloody images that creep in. Off to the side of the main entrance, I see a wooden sign pointing the way to a campground. I squeeze my eyes closed.

“Dean?”

I turn around toward Xavier’s voice. Cupcake is suddenly standing beside him, her arm looped through his. Behind her, a woman who looks like a younger, pared-down version of her is walking up. She’s dressed in a pair of jeans and a lightweight cream sweater, her thick black hair just brushing her shoulders. Standing beside each other, they look like a person and her alter ego.

“Hey, Cupcake,” I say. “Good to see you.”

“You too,” she says. She glances behind her and squeals when she sees the other woman. “This is my sister.”

“Dean,” I say, holding out my hand.

“Lila,” she says. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“Thank you for having me,” I say. “I have to say, this is a new experience for me. I’ve never been to a wedding at a fair before.”

Lila grins. “That’s all Cupcake and my fiancé conspiring. I have never been the type to want the big, fluffy white wedding, and they decided that this would be the perfect alternative.”

“Okay, get your stuff,” Cupcake says. “You can get all settled in your rooms, and then we’re having dinner before tonight’s event.”

“What’s tonight’s event?” I ask.

Both sisters smile and look across the street at the theme park.
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Lila has traded her jeans and sweater for black leather pants and a corseted top with fishnet sleeves as we walk down the fog machine–choked path after night has fallen. It seems like she intentionally changed her look to try to draw in the attention of the scare actors decked out in gruesome makeup who are lurking in the shadows and jumping out at unsuspecting patrons. Even Cupcake has gotten into the spooky spirit with a lavender dress embellished with tiny sparkly bats in place of her usual frothy pink. Xavier is decidedly not trying to bait the monsters. He’s gone straight for a display of glowing necklaces that promise to keep the wearer immune to the frights as soon as we walk into the park.

He’s now walking along the path wearing one on his chest and one down his back.

Cupcake and Lila hold hands as they giggle and race ahead of him into a particularly dense patch of fog. I hear the sound of a chainsaw, and they scream. My blood races, and I focus on the little glowing pumpkin on Xavier’s back. He has stopped in the middle of the path, and when the actor bearing the chainsaw stumbles out toward him, Xavier doesn’t move. The actor sees the necklaces and doesn’t approach but stops and looks at Xavier.

Xavier doesn’t move. His head slowly tilts to one side. Something passes between them. Another creature—this one a zombie without a weapon but with a sheer size that would intimidate just about anyone—approaches and looks at the two of them. The familiar sense of protectiveness over Xavier starts to build in my chest.

I take a step closer. I don’t want to take over. I’m not sure what he’s doing, but I’m not going to interfere without there being a reason. Too much of Xavier’s life has been characterized by people speaking for him, choosing for him, and forcing him into a box he’s not made to fit in. I always want to protect him, but there is a continuous process of learning with Xavier, and part of that is learning when to simply let him be.

I watch the silent interaction unfolding. Some visitors walk around them while others hesitate, like they think they may be watching some kind of performance. Xavier slowly removes the glowing necklace hanging to the front of his chest and then the one at the back. Putting them in one hand, he holds them out behind him to hand them to me.

I walk a few steps to take them and then back away. The man in front of him revs his chainsaw at his side. Xavier’s head tilts to the side again. The chainsaw lifts toward him, and Xavier’s head straightens, but he still doesn’t move or make a sound. The zombie lunges toward Xavier, whose face snaps in his direction. There’s no reaction in his expression. Another monster comes sliding out of the fog on his knees, the pads he’s wearing emitting sparks as he goes across the pavement. Xavier steps back away from him, but he still says nothing.

The actor with the chainsaw looks frustrated as he takes a hard step right at Xavier, lifting his chainsaw up and revving it aggressively. The zombie roars at him, and Xavier turns toward each of them. I can see in his body language that he’s getting overloaded. He takes a step back, and the sliding monster darts behind him, nearly making him fall.

“Hey!” I shout and run over, dropping one of his necklaces over his neck. “Back the fuck off.”

The actors move away, and Xavier turns to look at me.

“I’m all right, Dean,” he says.

“Are you?” I ask.

I take him by his arm and lead him out of the middle of the path toward a food stand. Standing in a pool of light, he looks at me and blinks.

“I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to do,” he tells me. “I didn’t like the sound of the chainsaw. And the zombie was too close to me. But I wasn’t afraid. I didn’t know how I was supposed to react.”

“I know,” I say. “But they didn’t. Just keep your necklaces on.”

Cupcake and Lila emerge from the crowd as I step up to the ordering window to get some salty French fries.

“Everything okay?” Cupcake asks.

“We’re fine,” I say. “Xavier could just use some salt.”

“Are you having a good time?” she asks Xavier, squeezing his hand.

“Consider my flabbers sufficiently gasted,” he tells her.

“Come on,” Lila encourages Cupcake. “I want to ride the old-timey cars. They have them all decked out.”

“You want to come?” she asks.

“I think I’ll just hang back and eat my fries.”

“Okay, see you in a minute.”

Cupcake meets up with Lila, and they loop arms.

Lila leans close to Cupcake. “Was that a good thing?” she whispers.

Cupcake giggles and nods. I take the fries held out to me by the cashier and go over to the condiment bar to fill a corner of the little cardboard boat with ketchup. A poster on the wall catches my eye. It’s a calendar of special events at the park for the upcoming year, enticing the visitors to buy season passes to come and enjoy them all. My gaze falls on one event in particular.

Mardi Gras.

My mind immediately travels to Twilight Cove and the glittering Mardi Gras parade. I can see the confetti falling from the sky, the beads sparkling in the sun. Closing my eyes only brings me to the office in Joseph Palmer’s house and the dark stain of blood across his floor.

I’ve been using every resource I can come up with to find out more about Joseph Palmer and the family I only recently discovered he had. Phaedra and Charlotte. His wife and their little daughter. I know they both died several years ago, within just a few weeks of each other, but I haven’t been able to find out any details about their deaths. I am not an immediate family member, so not enough time has passed for me to be able to access death records. This means I can’t get their formal cause of death. Nothing was mentioned in the obituaries of the articles covering the deaths to give any indication of what might have happened. Even Celeste, who had a close friendship with Joseph before he died, doesn’t know the details of what happened.

The sudden deaths of a young woman and her small child within such a close time frame are strange enough. But the lack of transparency surrounding the situation just makes it seem shadier. Particularly when I was able to uncover that the coroner at the time of their deaths went by the name Alec Walker.

It’s the same man I spoke to when I went to the offices of the Twilight Cove Board of Community Enrichment. Better known as the Board. He barely reacted when I mentioned Joseph. He gave me a canned response—a saccharine, rehearsed sentiment that could have applied to nearly anyone within the community—even though I know for a fact he was closely involved in many of the activities sponsored by the Board. They knew each other well. And now I know he was the one to certify the deaths of Joseph’s wife and daughter. The twisted core at the center of the Board just keeps tangling tighter, and I can’t help but feel like it’s slowly forming a noose around my neck.
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“When you lifted into the air tonight, it was as two entities. When you touch down again, it will be as one. Feel that. Be grounded in each other. Remember the highest moment, when you were up at the top here, looking out over the lights of the midway. But remember that it’s what happens after you step back out that really matters. Walk through your lives together like a fairground. When you go into the Hall of Mirrors and can’t recognize yourself anymore, see who you really are in each other. When life is spinning you so hard you feel stuck and like you’ll never be able to breathe again, hold on to each other. When you’re riding through the Haunted House, be afraid together and laugh together on the other side. May all your lemons become fresh squeezed lemonade, and may you see this life you are committing to each other in those moments like a funnel cake. Hard in parts. Soft in parts. Plenty to share. And always sweet. I now pronounce you husband and wife.”

As the couple kisses, Xavier throws his arms up in the air to signal to the people standing on the ground below that the ceremony has concluded. Cheers rise up around us as the operator of the wheel starts it up again, and we glide down toward the platform. The guests swarm the couple to congratulate them, and Xavier and I veer off to the side to avoid the crush.

Cupcake rushes over and takes Xavier’s face in her hands. She looks like she wants to say something, but instead, she kisses him. Without a word, she returns to her sister, and Xavier starts walking down the midway.

“Don’t you want to spend time with them?” I ask.

“We’ll find each other,” he says.

As we roam, I think about the feeling I got standing in the park last night and the way Lila and Aaron were gazing at each other tonight. We stop at a stand, and Xavier buys a caramel apple covered in peanuts. The woman inside cuts the apple into wedges before handing it to him in a plastic container.

“Xavier?” I say as we continue on.

“Hmm?”

“I have to go back.”

He holds the container out to me to offer me an apple slice.

“I know.”
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Heather

Old houses make strange noises.

It’s really that simple of an explanation. The foundation settles. The wood expands and shifts. It’s part of what gives places like this so much personality.

Heather has told herself that enough over the past couple of days that she’s able to ignore most of the odd sounds she hears throughout the house now. Even when she swears she has just heard a door close on an upper floor or something sounds like it’s moving on the widow’s walk, she brushes it aside. It’s just nerves. Just anxiety about completely changing everything about her life and throwing herself into this idea without really taking the time to think it through.

She has spent a lot more time making plans and going through all the logistics of what it’s going to take to transform this old house into a destination, and she’s sure she can do it. She has carried this dream for so long, and now she finally has the resources and time to make it happen. Not to mention the basic reality of not really having any other option.

That is a strong motivating factor. Having dropped her floundering career altogether before the move to Twilight Cove, she’s living off her savings and the money she inherited from her grandmother. But with the expenses of renovating the building on top of just living, that’s not going to last but so long.

This has to work.

After spending her first day on the island walking around the town to learn the layout and find important things like the grocery store and the hospital, Heather spends the next day grappling with all the legal hoops she needs to jump through in order to officially start the process of transforming the house into a bed-and-breakfast. It’s going to take some time to get everything submitted and official, but there are things that she can get started on without having any approval. So she arrives back at the house that evening with a car full of supplies and determination to get started first thing in the morning.

The sun isn’t even all the way up when Heather stands in the kitchen drinking her first cup of coffee. She’s wrapped in her favorite old cardigan in deference to the autumn morning chill made sharper by the nearby water. The house is in good condition considering how long it’s been sitting without anyone using it, but many of the rooms are full of belongings just left behind the last time anyone came to stay here, and there’s the inevitable mountain of cleaning to be done. Heather fuels herself with a second cup of coffee and breakfast before entering the room where she’s planning to start.

The sound of her tablet propped up on the floor and playing a movie in the background keeps her company as she distributes everything inside the room into boxes to donate, keep, or throw away. The “Keep” box is the emptiest of the three, but there are some things she’s planning on tucking away into the attic to bring back out when she’s decorating the rooms later.

After a couple of hours, she finishes emptying the room except for a couple of furniture pieces, and she goes to work cleaning. She repeats the process in the next room, and by the time she takes a break for lunch, she feels like she needs time outside.

The weather is gorgeous, so she decides to break out the lawn tools she bought at the fair store and tackle some of the neglected landscaping outside. One thing she learned from her mother was the therapeutic effect of good gardening. Both the results and the process itself. Living in the apartment for the last few years means she hasn’t really had much of an opportunity to get her hands into the dirt or make anything beautiful out of her surroundings. She looks forward to transforming the flower beds and rolling grounds. Getting started now means only having to battle dead plants and weeds, which will be much easier to get under control than if she tries in the spring and has to grapple with new growth.

After a few more hours out in the yard, Heather decides she’s done for the day and goes back inside for a shower. She went to the grocery store to stock the kitchen, but now she doesn’t feel like cooking, so she pulls out her phone to browse through the listings of restaurants in town. She saw many of them as she was roaming around, getting herself acquainted with her new home, but there were some she didn’t get a chance to see. She puts in an order for coconut curry at an Indian restaurant a few streets down from the main village and gets dressed.

The restaurant smells amazing when she steps inside. It’s a little place with only a few tables, but all of them are full. She walks up to the bar at the side of the room to wait for someone to come help her. Another woman is standing there as well, and she looks over at Heather with a smile.

“Here I was thinking it wasn’t the time most people would be eating dinner so I’d be able to get in and out fast,” she laughs. “I don’t think I’ve ever been in here when it wasn’t busy though.”

“This is my first time,” Heather says. “I just moved to the island.”

“I didn’t think you looked familiar,” the woman says. “Not that I know everyone who lives on the island, but you have that new-to-town look about you.”

Heather gives her a strange look, and the woman laughs.

“I guess that came out wrong. Sorry, I just mean I know that look because I was new a few years ago. I didn’t grow up in Twilight Cove. I’m Celeste.”

“Heather,” she introduces, smiling slightly. “Nice to meet another transplant.”

Celeste laughs. “How are you liking it so far?”

“Well, I’ve only been here for two days, so I don’t really have a lot to go on, but so far, I like it.”

“Where are you living?” she asks. “That neighborhood that was just built up on the back of the island?”

“No,” Heather says. “Actually, I inherited a house from my grandmother. It’s up on Moonlight Path.”

“One of the originals,” Celeste says. “Nice.”

A man comes out of the back of the restaurant and steps up to Celeste with a large, brown paper bag. He hands it over to her, then slides a receipt toward her to sign. Celeste signs the bottom then flashes another smile to Heather.

“It was nice to meet you. I’ll probably see you around.”

“Nice to meet you too,” Celeste says.

She tells the man her name, and he goes back into the kitchen to get her order. Eventually, he returns with her own paper bag, and she heads back to the house. As she’s walking up the steps to the front door, something catches her eye. She pauses and looks down at the large flower bed she had been working on. A pair of large gardening shears is sticking up out of the ground, plunged down into the dirt where she had been working.

Setting the bag down on the porch, Heather climbs back down the steps and goes over to the flower bed. She stares at the gardening shears. She didn’t leave them there. When she was finished with her work, she took all the tools to the garage built behind the house. At least, she thinks she did. She’s sure she did. And she knows she didn’t stick those shears down into the ground.

Heather looks around but doesn’t see anyone. She pulls the shears from the ground and brings them to the garage. She finds the door locked just the way she left it. Going inside, she checks the rest of the tools and equipment she stored there. Everything seems to be in place, but before she walks back out, she notices another door at the back of the space. Walking over to it, she sees that it’s unlocked. A slight chill going through her, she turns the dead bolt and makes a note to get new locks for the garage and the house.

After dinner Heather changes into pajamas and curls up on the couch to unwind with a book. Flipping through her sizable to-be-read list, she settles on a frivolous romance she won’t have to put a lot of thought into. She’s a few pages into it when she decides she needs a cup of something warm. Going into the kitchen to make tea, she’s caught off guard when a flash of light comes through her window. It disappears a moment later, then comes again. She rises up on her toes to look further through the window, trying to see what it might be. The flash comes again, this time blinking twice in rapid succession. Again it goes dark, then flashes again.

Going to the closet in the hall, she stuffs her feet into a pair of boots and throws a sweater over her pajamas. With her phone in her hand, she goes through the back door onto the patio. The chill of the night hits her, and she pulls her sweater closer against her, looking around to see the source of the light. She doesn’t see anything, but she ventures further out toward the lawn, checking the garage to make sure that the light on it is stable. The bulb there is burning, just like it should be, and she checks all the doors, finding them locked. She walks around the building and then several yards into the grounds before the uneasy feeling becomes too much and she turns back to the house.

She immediately notices the back door is standing open. She thought she closed it when she came out.

But maybe she didn’t. Maybe she was so caught up in trying to figure out what the light was that she just walked out without thinking about actually pulling the door closed behind her. Heather goes inside and shuts the door firmly, making sure she locks it. She goes back into the kitchen and stares at the window, willing the flashing light to come back. When it doesn’t, she returns to making her tea.

With the cup in her hand, she walks out of the kitchen and into the front hallway to return to the couch and her book. She’s a few steps down the hall when the doorbell rings. It stops her in her tracks, and she lifts her eyes away from the tea bag bobbing in the cup to look through the door entryway. It’s not especially late. The dark that comes so early during fall makes it seem a lot later than it is, but it’s definitely later than when she would be expecting someone to just drop by.

If she knew anyone she would expect to just drop by. It’s not like she has any friends here who may pop in for a quick visit. And she doesn’t have any neighbors to come over with a pie to welcome her to the neighborhood. She is the neighborhood. Hers is the only house on her road.

She walks up to the door and looks through the peephole at the front porch. She doesn’t see anyone. That doesn’t necessarily mean no one is there. It’s a massive front porch, and she can only see a small part of it. Someone may be just off to the side, out of view.

“Hello?” she calls through the door.

There’s no answer. She sets her tea down on a small marble table and opens the door. A cold breeze touches her face, but she doesn’t see anyone. The lights next to the door to either side illuminate the porch, so it’s impossible that anyone is lingering in the shadows. She steps out onto the porch and looks around, but she sees nothing. Going back inside, she closes the door and locks it. She picks up her cup and starts for the sitting room again. She has just stepped inside when the doorbell rings again.

Heather draws in a breath and turns back to the door. She rushes over to it and pulls it open. Again, the porch is empty. But there’s someone there. There has to be. Her eyes travel back to the flower bed where she found the gardening shears, and she backs into the house, closing the door behind her and grabbing her phone from her pocket. She gives the emergency services dispatcher her address and tells him that she needs a police officer.

“What’s going on?” the dispatcher asks.

“Somebody is messing with my house,” Heather says.

“Messing with your house?”

“Yeah, I just moved in a few days ago. I saw a light flashing in my backyard, and then my doorbell rang twice, but no one was there.”

“Do you see anyone?” the dispatcher asks.

Heather swallows her aggravation. “No. No one is there.”

“Do you have any idea who it might be?”

“No. Like I said, I just moved in. Could you send someone?”

“Officers will be there soon.”

Soon ends up being almost twenty minutes. She’s pacing in the front entryway when she hears the knock on the door and a voice coming through.

“Police.”

She looks out and sees two men in uniform, so she opens the door.

“Heather Mullins?”

“Yes.”

“You called 911?”

“Twenty minutes ago,” she points out.

“We needed to attend to emergencies first. I’m Officer Banyon. This is Officer Everett. Can we come in?”

“Sure,” Heather says, stepping back to allow the officers to come inside.

“What’s going on?”

She tells them about the light flashing in the backyard and the repeated doorbell ringing. When she’s finished, they both look at her as if they are expecting something else.

“You say you went out to check what the light was. Did you see anything?”

“No,” she says.

“Did you have any outdoor lights on, like a porch light?”

“Yes, but I checked them, and they were not flashing,” she says.

“All right. And when the doorbell rang, you didn’t hear or see anything else? No one was outside, you didn’t see any movement or hear anyone talking to you?”

“No,” Heather says.

“Is it possible you didn’t actually hear the doorbell?” Banyon asks.

“Didn’t actually hear it?” Heather asks. “It’s a pretty distinctive sound.”

“Has anything else unusual happened?”

“Yes,” Heather says, suddenly thinking of the garden shears. “I went out for a little while this evening, and when I came back, my garden shears were stuck in the ground. I was sure I put them in the garage before I left the house. Then when I went to the garage, I found an unlocked door .”

“You say you are sure you put them in the garage. That means you were using them earlier in the day,” Everett asks.

“Yes. I did some cleaning up around the house, and then I was working in the yard. When I decided I was done for the day, I took all the tools and equipment I was working with and brought them to the garage.”

“If you were putting several things away, you could have just missed the shears. You might have thought you put them away because you put everything else away, but you didn’t,” the officer suggests.

“You think I didn’t notice that they were stabbed into the dirt?” Heather asks.

Banyon gives her a soft, almost condescending smile.

“Being here in this big house alone without anyone else around is probably a bit unnerving when it’s still new. But you’re going to get used to it.”

“That’s it?” Heather asks incredulously.

“Do you want us to look around and see if we notice any sign of anyone?” Everett asks.

“Yeah,” Heather says emphatically. “That would be good.”

The officers look at each other and walk out of the house. They return several minutes later.

“We didn’t see anything suspicious or concerning,” Banyon says. “Just try to relax. If anything else happens, you’re welcome to call us back.”

Heather feels completely dismissed. They obviously are not taking her seriously and don’t think that anything of any concern actually happened. But there’s nothing she can do, so she goes around the house checking all the doors and windows to make sure they’re locked, then goes to her room.

The rest of the night is quiet, and she manages to get some sleep before getting up in the morning for another day of working on the house and grounds. She’s on edge each time she sees the garage and as she kneels in the dirt to work on the flower bed. But she climbs into bed that night without anything happening.

Two days later though, she’s at the police station, her hands pressed to a table as she stares at the same officer she already spoke to.

“Are you not listening to me?” she asks.

“I am, but I’m just not understanding why you’re so upset.”

“Because I found broken glass all over my front porch and nails on the ground behind my tires,” Heather says.

“When I was at your house, you told me that you just moved in and that you’ve been working on the place, right?”

“Yes,” Heather says.

“You have plans to turn it into…” His voice trails off when he obviously can’t bring the right word to mind.

“A bed-and-breakfast,” she tells him through gritted teeth.

“Right. So, you’ve been doing a lot of work on the house and in the yard. You probably dropped those nails yourself.”

“What about the glass?” she asks.

“Could it have been the globe from the porch light?” he asks. “Or something you were carrying that slipped out of your hand? There’s probably a very simple explanation for all of this. Again, I know it’s probably strange for you to be in a new place, and you might be feeling a bit nervous.”

“I’m not feeling a bit nervous,” Heather says. “I’m feeling like someone is doing all of this and you’re completely ignoring me.”

“I’m not ignoring you. I just don’t want you to overreact. When I was up there the other night, I looked around and didn’t see anything that indicated a person got near your house. There weren’t any obvious footprints. I didn’t see anybody running away,” he says.

“You didn’t see anybody running away? That’s what’s supposed to comfort me? Because you didn’t see footprints in the dark and because somebody wasn’t running away right in front of you, that means that nobody did any of this? It’s all in my head?”

“If it will make you feel better, I suggest adding cameras to the front of your house. I’ll make sure that an officer drives by a couple of times a day. And if you need anything else, you know where to find us.”

Again, Heather feels dismissed. She walks out of the police station furious. It doesn’t feel like the officers are incompetent. It would almost be better if it was just a matter of them not knowing what they were doing or being from such a small community that they couldn’t handle the workload. But that’s not how it feels. Instead, they are just choosing to not take her seriously. Because there wasn’t any actual damage done to the house and she wasn’t hurt, they don’t think that anything happened. But she knows there’s more to this. Someone is trying to scare her, and she wants to know why.

She goes to the coffee shop in the main village and goes inside. She has a craving for hazelnut coffee and some sort of pastry. As she stands at the counter looking at the display of baked goods beyond the glass, she hears someone say her name. Looking up, she sees the woman she met the other night at the Indian restaurant.

“Hey, Celeste,” she says with a smile. “How are you doing?”

“Good,” she says. She gestures at the man standing beside her. “This is my friend, Dean. And this…”

She looks over beside Dean like she expects to see someone else. Dean looks and then turns around and walks back out of the coffee shop. He returns a second later with another man.

“There was a misspelling on the chalkboard outside,” the second man says like it’s an explanation.

“This is Xavier,” Celeste finishes.

“Nice to meet you,” Heather says.

“Can I help you?”

Heather looks at the barista, realizing she still doesn’t know what she wants.

“Um, a large hazelnut coffee and…” She leans back and looks at the pastries again.

“Chocolate chip muffin,” Xavier whispers loudly beside her.

She glances at him, and he subtly points toward a stack of large muffins on the lower shelf of the display. He lifts his eyebrows slightly at her, and she looks back to the barista.

“Yeah, a chocolate chip muffin.”

The barista takes the muffin out of the display and hands it over to Heather. She finishes the transaction and steps aside to wait for her coffee.

“Are you rushing off somewhere?” Celeste asks.

“Not really,” Heather says.

“Why don’t we grab a table?”

She isn’t feeling particularly social after the disastrous visit to the police station, but this woman has been so friendly, and she really could use some connections in Twilight Cove.

Heather nods, “Sure,” and she accepts the coffee being held out to her. “I’ll go get one.”

She chooses a large booth toward the back of the shop and settles in. While she waits for them to join her, she scrolls through her phone, looking further into the history of the house and what has happened in and around it. There isn’t a lot of information to be found other than what she already read on the historical record from the Twilight Cove website, but as she delves deeper, she’s able to find a few references to the house. One Halloween-themed blog has a post about a family that supposedly lived in the house and was driven out by the strange occurrences that happened there in the months after they moved in.

It’s eerie to read about one of their small children talking to someone in her room and the mother hearing music throughout the house, but the mention of them packing up and leaving suddenly reminds her of the story the real estate agent told her while they were touring the house. She takes the names from the blog post and tries to find out more about them.

“Getting into the spooky spirit?” Celeste asks, coming to the booth and sitting down beside Heather.

“Not exactly,” she says. “I was researching my house actually.”

“What about it?” Celeste asks.

“When I was first walking through it, the real estate agent showing it to me told me about the people who originally lived there. And then he said that strange things kept happening around the house and people didn’t stay for long when they moved in,” I say. “That sounds really ridiculous, doesn’t it?”

“No,” Xavier says.

I wait for him to follow that up, but he doesn’t say anything else.

“What happened to the people who originally lived there?” Dean asks.

“Dean is a private investigator,” Celeste says as if in explanation. “He always wants answers.”

“Ah,” Heather says. “Well, I live in the house on Moonlight Path.” That doesn’t create any kind of look of recognition.

“I’m not from Twilight Cove,” Dean says.

“Oh. It’s up on the ledge near the water. Apparently, it’s one of the original houses from the community. The people who built the house were a couple who had one surviving child. That son disappeared, and his mother couldn’t handle it. She ended up killing herself.”

“That’s right,” Celeste says. “Evelyn Hughes. She fell from the widow’s walk, and something happened to her husband.”

“Yeah,” Heather says. “He disappeared too. They found blood in the house and assumed it was his, but they never knew what happened to him.”

“Are they completely sure she committed suicide?” Dean asks.

“What do you mean?” Heather asks. “She jumped from the top of the house.”

“Well, she fell,” Dean says. “But did anybody actually see her jump? If her husband was never found, but there was blood in the house, maybe it was something else. Maybe someone else was involved.”

“Private investigator,” Celeste says again.

“What happened to you?” Xavier asks.

Heather meets his eyes, slightly startled by the calm gaze coming back at her from across the table.

“X…”

“You already knew that story, and you knew that people didn’t stay long after moving in. You wanted to know more about the house because something happened,” Xavier says.

“Are you a private investigator too?” Heather asks.

“No. He’s just Xavier,” Dean says.

“Did something happen?” Celeste asks, sounding worried.

“I…” Heather lets out a sigh. “Yes. But no one will take me seriously.” She describes the series of events that led her to the police station that morning.

“You should get cameras,” Celeste says.

“The police said the same thing. I’m going to get some before I go home and install them today.”

“That’s a good idea,” Dean says. He glances at his phone.

Heather notices the screen glowing like he’s getting a call but it’s on Silent mode.

“I’ve got to take this.” He gets up from the table and walks out of the coffee shop.

“I’m going to head out too,” Heather says. “I need to get those cameras. It was good to see you again.”

“Here,” Celeste says, offering her a business card. “If you need anything or just want to chat, call me.”

Heather smiles at the card. “Thanks, I will.”

She waves at Celeste and Xavier and walks out of the coffee shop. Dean is on the sidewalk on his phone and gives her a little wave as she walks by. Heather returns it and makes her way down the block toward the hardware store, set on buying the cameras and a new assortment of locks.
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Dean

“That would be fantastic. Thanks for taking the time to meet with me, Carl. We’ll be there soon.” I hang up and head back inside the coffee shop.

“The chocolate–to–peanut butter ratio is different depending on the shape, and the crinkles on the cups are hard, which alters the mouthfeel and therefore flavor experience.”

“Is Xavier explaining the inherent superiority of the bat and pumpkin shapes over traditional cups?” I ask Celeste, sitting down again and reaching for my coffee.

“I was not aware of the controversy until now. So why don’t you just buy up a bunch of the bats and pumpkins around Halloween and then keep them for the year?” she asks.

“That is not an option,” I tell her.

“Why not?”

“Because they are designed for Halloween. The limited-edition nature of their existence enhances the joy experienced when you can indulge in them within their specified window. If I were to save them and have them at a different time of the year, they would not be as satisfying, and then when Halloween came again, seeing them appear on the shelves would not be as special or exciting.”

“But you can have the other shapes?”

“Yes.”

“Do you have thoughts on seasonal marshmallows?” she asks.

“Before we get started down that path, X and I need to run. Carl Wilson is meeting us at the campground in Echo Harbor, so we need to get to the ferry,” I say.

“Who’s he?” Celeste asks.

“The owner of the campground. He doesn’t live on the property anymore. His son took over the day-to-day stuff a few years ago, but he was living there when Bess Sims was murdered there. I wanted to talk to him about that night and about Dahlia Faison.”

I pick up my coffee and set my half-sandwich on a napkin so I can bring it with me. Xavier collects his hot cider and mini quiche and slides out of the booth.

“Celeste, a delight as always,” he says, giving her a slight bow.

“We’ll catch up again soon,” I tell Celeste.

“Come over tonight. I’ll cook.”

“Sounds good. I’ll call you later, and we’ll figure out a time.”

Celeste gives me a quick hug, and Xavier and I leave the coffee shop. The car is parked a couple of blocks down the street, and as we’re walking toward it, I notice Heather through the window of the hardware store. I’m intrigued by the story she told. Regardless of how the officers she talked to responded, I don’t think she’s imagining what she said she experienced.

We cross to Echo Harbor and drive to the campground. It’s getting late in the season, and it won’t be long before it closes to campers for the winter, but for now, there are still people milling around the cabins and walking along the paths.

Carl said to meet him at the office, so I pull into the parking lot, and we get out. After reading the accounts of the teenagers traveling with Bess the night she was murdered and of Oliver, the guy she was seen spending time with throughout the evening, it feels strange to stand here looking at the general store and office building. I can almost imagine her walking inside, filled with excitement about her getaway. I know this is where she met Oliver and where her group picked up the information about their campsites. She had no way of knowing that her life would only last a few more hours.

Before Xavier and I can go into the building, the door opens, and an older man comes out. I recognize him from pictures I saw during my research. Carl Wilson comes up to me and offers his hand to shake.

“Mr. Steele,” he says.

“Dean,” I say. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“Carl,” he says. “Likewise.” He looks over at Xavier. “Carl Wilson.”

“Xavier Renton.”

Xavier shakes his hand without hesitation, and I immediately know I can trust this man.

“Thank you again for being willing to meet with me,” I say.

“Not a problem. That girl’s death has been eating at me for twenty years. Anything I can do to find out what happened to her, I want to help. What’s bringing it up after all this time?”

“I found out about Bess Sims while I was investigating the murder of Kieran Green at Wonderland. One of the videos he made mentioned the deaths around the park and suggested a connection between them and the other tragedies that occurred there. I wasn’t able to make any connections at the time, but I’ve been doing more research and investigation into her death as well as the murder of Dahlia Faison ten years later. I am drawn to these stories, and I want to find the answers.”

“Do you think they really have something to do with the park?” Carl asks.

“Right now I don’t know much of anything,” I admit. “I just know that there’s a reason why Kieran mentioned the deaths, and I think it’s important for the families and friends of the victims, and for this community in general, to finally know what happened to those women. Whether it’s actually connected to the park or not, these stories need to have endings.”

“Yes, they do,” Carl says. “Tell me what you wanna know.”

“Everything you can remember from when Bess was murdered and the time around that. Had anything else unusual happened at the campground leading up to the night of her death? Any attacks or people reporting feeling threatened? Did anybody see anybody unusual walking around or have any unpleasant encounters? Anything like that?” I ask.

I know I’m asking him to remember things that happened twenty years ago, but the trauma of the murder should have seared in his memory. I would hope that he could still think back on that time and recall anything that stood out to him.

“Nothing as direct as an attack. But in the couple of days, maybe a week, before her murder, there were a couple of strange things that happened. I didn’t really think much of it at the time, because it didn’t seem like it mattered all that much. But when she was killed, they came back to me, and I started wondering if maybe there was some sort of connection.”

“What sorts of strange things?” I ask.

“We just had more people than usual coming into the office to look through our Lost and Found. They said that some of their things had gone missing. Then a group of girls who had been camping out here for a couple of weeks said they kept seeing someone walking through the woods late at night.”

“They had been camping here for a couple of weeks?” I ask.

“Yes. They were doing a road trip visiting different states and camping. They’d been on the road for most of the year already. They said they were doing some blog about it. I guess they were doing pretty well because they paid up, and they always seemed to have everything they needed, so I wasn’t worried about them. But I got used to seeing them around the grounds and got to talking with them pretty often about the places they’d been and what they’d experienced. They never complained about anything and were always welcoming and helpful when new people came. I joked they were almost staff by the time they’d been here a week or so.

“But that’s why I remember them saying something about the person they saw walking through the woods. It must have really bothered them if they thought they needed to bring it up to me. But I really didn’t think much of it. Even though they were the ones saying it, I didn’t have any reason to believe it was anything but somebody who just didn’t understand camping etiquette. And those people know you don’t walk through somebody else’s campsite and you try to stay away from wandering too close, especially at night. But some people just don’t. And some people don’t care. Same type of people who think it’s okay for kids to cross through people’s yards,” Carl says.

“Get off my lawn,” Xavier says, shaking his fist.

“Exactly,” Carl says, pointing at him.

“What did you tell them?” I ask.

“Just to keep an eye on it and let me know if they got close to their tents or came up to them or anything. I asked if they recognized the person, and they said they didn’t. Said that they didn’t even have a light with them or anything. They were just kind of a shadow walking around. That’s what unnerved them the most, I think. It wasn’t just that someone was walking around in the woods close to where they were set up, it’s that they didn’t make themselves known and seemed to want to keep it that way. I’ve never been able to get over the guilt of not doing something else about it.”

“There’s nothing you could have done. Unless you were going to go out in the woods every night and wait for somebody to walk around so that you could stop them, you couldn’t really do anything about it. And you don’t know that the person walking in the woods actually had anything to do with Bessie’s death,” I tell him.

“It’s just stuck with me all these years,” he says.

“What else do you remember?” I ask.

“I didn’t actually check the group in. That was one of my employees. But I do remember seeing that it was a group of teenagers and being a bit wary. Two of them were eighteen, so technically, they were adults, and it is the policy of the campground that you have to be at least eighteen in order to reserve and check into a site, so they weren’t doing anything wrong. I just get a bit on the cautious side when it’s going to be a group of young people without any full-grown adult supervision. So when I saw that they had checked in, I actually went down by the tent sites to see how everything was going.

“They had their tents set up, and everything looked good. I don’t remember if I actually saw Bess at the time. But I know a couple of them waved at me. I reminded one of them of the bonfire that evening and moved on. That night at the fire, I saw them all. They looked like they were having fun. They weren’t drunk and causing trouble, which was really what I was keeping an eye out for. It has happened before and caused enough trouble that I try to notice problems when they are first starting so I can nip them in the bud. But everything seemed good. I watched them leave the fire, and that was it. I went back to my cabin and went to bed. I didn’t know anything was wrong until the next morning.”

“How did you find out about the murder?” I ask.

“I was doing my usual rounds of the grounds, just checking in to make sure everything was good and planning out the reservations that would be checking in that day. I was over in the RV section—what’s the cabins now—talking to a family that was going to be checking out that morning and heard screaming.

“At first, I almost didn’t even realize that’s what it was, it was so far away. It was muffled, and I thought maybe there were just people playing or somebody got startled by a snake or something. But then it got louder, and I realized that somebody was running down the path toward the office.

“I met up with them, and it was Reagan, one of the girls traveling with Bess. She was in a complete panic, and I could barely understand anything that she was saying. She said that Bess was hurt and they thought that she might be dead. She was in her tent and wasn’t responding. There was blood. She was just screaming and rambling. I jumped in my golf cart and got down there as fast as I could.

“A crowd had gathered around the campsite by that point, and I had to push through to get to the tent. I will never forget looking in and seeing the blood. The outside of the tent looked perfect. There wasn’t anything to show that something was wrong. But inside, it was horrible.

“She was lying there in her sleeping bag, stuffing and blood everywhere. Her eyes were open. That didn’t leave my brain for a really long time. It was like she was still staring at the person who did this to her. I made everybody back away and made sure that somebody had called the police. A couple of people were trying to make videos on their phones, and I told them to delete them. I couldn’t believe they would be that disrespectful. It really changed how I saw people.”

“Unfortunately, things like that have only gotten worse. It seems like these days, there are a lot of people who are perfectly willing to just stand by and record the worst things possible happening right in front of them rather than doing anything. Not that people should always intervene. That could be unbelievably dangerous. But I don’t understand the compulsion to record tragedies like that. At the same time, there have been a couple of instances where those recordings have actually come in handy for cases. But I definitely wish I lived in a world where people were not so quick to take their phones out of their pockets when they see people suffering,” I say.

“That’s the truth. I stood there by her tent until the police got there. They immediately had me clear the whole area. Everybody was questioned, and then the people staying in the tent sites were told they had to leave. I tried to accommodate as many of them as I could in other areas of the campgrounds, but most of them just wanted to leave. They searched the whole area and tried to find evidence, but I guess you know they really didn’t find anything. There were footprints near the tent, but that was it. And since it had rained the night before and people were all over that site, I don’t even think those mean much of anything.”

It’s something that wasn’t mentioned in the reports about the scene, but that makes total sense now. While using a footprint to narrow down and even identify suspects is far from unheard of, it would be extremely difficult to use that kind of information when the scene was so clearly contaminated prior to any investigators getting a chance to isolate and investigate it. Not that this was done intentionally or even haphazardly. Just like Carl said and the reports from the rest of the group described, nobody knew anything was wrong with Bess when they first woke up in the morning. It just seemed like she was sleeping in. Nothing about or around her tent gave any sort of indication that there was a problem, so people walked around the tent without any concern.

After her body was found, the screams and panic of her friends drew in people who were staying in the surrounding sites, so their footprints would be there as well. They would likely also be footprints from the emergency responders. While it is almost guaranteed that whoever did this to her left their footprints behind in the rain-softened dirt, it would be almost impossible to pick out those specific prints and use them as evidence with any sort of certainty.

“I heard that there is a memorial here for Bess. Could you show it to me?” I ask.

Carl leads us over to where a golf cart is parked at the side of the building, and I climb in beside him. Xavier gets on the back seat, and we head for the tent sites. Now that I have done more research into the murder, I can see how different this area looks now compared to twenty years ago. What was once a rustic camping area has been modified with more clearly delineated sites, sand tent pads, and hooks at each one to hold lanterns for extra lighting.

We go beyond the majority of the tent sites to the very back where an area has been planted with flowers and surrounded by a low iron fence. In the center is a sign with a picture of Bess and a brief paragraph memorializing her death.

“This is where her tent was set up,” Carl says. “After the murder, I cleared the schedule for tent reservations for the rest of the season. I set up a barrier in the path to stop people from going back there, and the park shuttle only ran through the front of the park. I didn’t want anyone back there just to gawk at the murder site or for anything else to happen. I’m sure you know what I mean.”

“People do some messed-up stuff,” I say with a knowing nod.

“Yes, they do,” Xavier says almost under his breath.

“After the campground closed for the winter, I had the sites they used cleared and the one she was sleeping in turned into this. I caught some slack for it from a few people who said people coming here for their vacations didn’t want to have to think about some girl getting murdered right where they were going to be sleeping. But I didn’t care. If they didn’t like it, they didn’t need to look at it. They could go somewhere else for that matter. I wasn’t going to let something like that happen in the place my family had built, that I loved, where I lived, and not do something.

“We had a little vigil when the garden was ready, and after that, her friends and family would come down here for the anniversary of her death and have a memorial for her. This year marked the twentieth anniversary. That was really hard. I couldn’t believe we were all standing there after two decades still not knowing anything more than what we did the first time.”

“I was in Twilight Cove right around that time,” I realize. “I didn’t hear about any kind of memorial that was going to be happening here.”

It’s eerie to think that the milestone anniversary of the murder was being recognized here while I was just on the other side of the water.

“It’s not advertised. I’m sure her family and friends put something out to people they think would want to come, but they just keep it to themselves mostly. Over the years, people have found out about it and have come by word of mouth. Actually,” he says, reaching into his pocket for his phone. “Here. I have a picture of it.”

He scrolls on his phone for a second and then holds it out to me so I can see the screen. The picture is of a group gathered around the memorial garden. I recognize the man and woman standing in the middle of the group as Bess’s parents. They look every day of the twenty years older, but they still have these same expressions of love and loss on their faces. My heart aches at the thought of them making the trip every year for twenty years to stand at this place, knowing that it was where their daughter took her last breath and still having no idea who is responsible for it. She is forever a teenager, but they are aging every day, and I know from other families I’ve talked to that they are likely starting to worry that they may never have the chance to get those answers while they are still alive.

I’m about to hand the phone back to Carl when a face in the group catches my attention. I pull the screen closer, scrutinizing it to make sure I’m not mistaken about what I think I’m seeing.

“What is it?” Xavier asks.

“That’s Kieran Green,” I say, pointing out a young man standing to the back and off to one side. “He came to the memorial.”
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Kieran didn’t just mention the other deaths near the park because they were something he had heard about. He was clearly invested in the stories and determined to find out more about them. Him showing up at the memorial for the twentieth anniversary of Bess Sims’s murder tells me that his theories on the deaths and the possible connections he believed existed between them and the park were going to play a big role in the videos he was planning on making. He wasn’t content with just doing research online or even visiting the park. He was immersing himself in the ongoing stories of these deaths.

“Did you meet him?” I ask.

Carl shakes his head. “No. I don’t really introduce myself to all of the people who show up for the memorials. I’m there for her parents and the friends that still come. A couple of other people come up and talk to me each year, but I don’t really remember any of them. I certainly don’t remember meeting someone by that name. I think when I heard he had been killed, it would have come back to mind.”

“I would think so, too,” I say. “But he was definitely there. That’s his picture. He had obviously put a lot of thought into finding out about these murders and what they could have had to do with the park. But he didn’t put anything conclusive in his notes and never got around to making the videos that talked about them, so I don’t know exactly what he thought.”

“You keep mentioning murders,” he says. “More than one. Is the other one you’re talking about that girl they found out in the parking lot?”

I nod. “Yeah. Dahlia Faison. They found her outside the front gates of Wonderland ten years after Bess was killed. In the winter. So a few months off of the actual ten-year mark. She was also killed with a knife, and there wasn’t any evidence found.”

“And you’ve looked over the records for the investigation?” he asks.

“I have,” I say.

“Did you see me mentioned in there?” he asks.

It’s an odd question, but I shake my head.

“No, not that I remember. Why? Should you have been?”

“I think I should have,” he says. “I’ve been thinking about it since then.”

“Why?” I ask.

“Because I think she was here before she got killed. I know that people have tossed that around as a theory, and they’ve said they don’t have a way of proving it because there aren’t any cameras or anything, but I am right next to certain that she was. Like you said, she died in the winter. So the campground was closed to campers. But I still live here. I’m here all year round to keep up with the maintenance and make sure that everything stays secure. I was at my house, which is out past where the pool is and everything, and I thought I heard someone screaming. Since it was so quiet, it was a pretty startling sound. I got to my golf cart as fast as possible and went in the direction I thought it was, but I didn’t see anything.

“I drove around the whole campgrounds trying to see if anybody was there. It wouldn’t have been a first. People like to try to come in here when the campground is closed and wander around. Usually, it’s completely harmless. They just don’t realize I live here, and they think they can just walk around looking at things. I’ve never had a problem with anybody. So I just drove around looking, but I didn’t see anyone. I was at the far back corner of the grounds when I heard what sounded like a car going down the access road that’s between the back of the campgrounds and the theme park. I couldn’t see anything because of the woods, but it really sounded like it was close.

“I called the police and told them what I heard. They sent officers out here, and they looked around, but they didn’t say anything either. It wasn’t until the next day that they found that girl. I was sure they would come back to talk to me about it again, but they never did,” he says.

“The officers who responded to that must not have made the connection. They did come out here during the investigation, didn’t they?”

“Yeah, they did another search of the grounds, but I wasn’t here. My son was the one who met them.”

It doesn’t come as a shock to me that Carl believes Dahlia was here right before she died. It’s been the prevailing theory that she ran from the grounds and was being pursued by her attacker. The amount of blood at the scene indicates she likely died right there rather than being dumped, though there are some people who still think there is a chance that she was killed elsewhere. But to find out that he might have heard her and the police didn’t make the link even after talking to him just the night before she was found makes me angry.

It happens. Signals get crossed. People don’t communicate. Things get lost in the chaos and shuffle. Details and bits of evidence frequently disappear in investigations like this. But that doesn’t excuse it. If anything, it makes it worse. There should have been more care put into piecing together the last moments of her life. She had been missing for days. They were already looking for her. Right when Carl Wilson reported to the police that he believed he heard a woman screaming in the campground, they should have considered the possibility that it was Dahlia.

And yet she was missed. They didn’t think to check beyond the bounds of the campground. They didn’t venture into the parking lot at the closed theme park next door. And so she lay there in a pool of her own blood until the next day. When she was found, they still didn’t add a note to the investigation linking it to the phone call from Carl.

I know it’s very unlikely anything would have changed even if they had gone into the parking lot after his call. By the time that the police responded to the 911 call and searched the campground, Dahlia’s injuries would have already claimed her. With the extent of her wounds, the chances that they would have been able to save her are extremely slim. But they would have at least found her. She wouldn’t have lain there for hours longer. There might have been some chance that they could have put up roadblocks to stop whatever car the perpetrator was using or find anyone who could have been running from the scene.

Carl’s call also would have provided the possibility of a more accurate timeline for the murder. While then I was able to estimate a time of death based on the condition of the body and factors related to decomposition, that window is really only a guess. If Carl really did hear Dahlia screaming while she was running through the campground on her way toward the parking lot, it would more specifically pinpoint when she died, which would allow for investigators to scan security cameras of nearby businesses or tolls to possibly track the vehicle.

I thank Carl again for talking with us, and Xavier and I leave the campground. We make our way to the police station where I meet up with Detective Paul Bronson.

“Remember when we were talking about Dahlia Faison’s death?” I ask.

“The woman found outside the gates of Wonderland,” he says, nodding. “I remember.”

“We were saying that it was likely she was being chased from the campgrounds, but that was just conjecture, along with the possibility that she was actually killed somewhere else and just left at the gates. Later in the reports, it’s mentioned the amount of blood and the blood patterns found on and around the body are indicative of her being killed where she was found. Well, I just found out that an important piece of potential evidence was left out of the reports that would have answered that question years ago. I just came from the campground where I spoke with Carl Wilson, the owner. He told me that the night before her body was found, he heard a woman screaming in the campground.

“He went to try to find her but wasn’t able to find anyone. Then he heard a car going down the access road between the campground and the theme park. He called the police, and officers responded. They searched the area but weren’t able to find anything. And that was it. No connection was made between his call and finding her body the next day. And even after her body was found and they went back to the campground to speak with him, no note was made about that call.

“Obviously, there’s no way to absolutely verify that it was Dahlia he heard screaming, but that should have been looked at more carefully. This places both victims at the campground. They are also both linked to the theme park—Bess because she had a ticket to the park for the next day in her pocket and Dahlia, not only because she was found in front of the gates, but because she was involved in the advertising campaign for the park before it had its reopening after being purchased by the Davis family.”

“What does that mean?” Bronson asks.

“I don’t know. But I’m going to find out. I need the files for both murders again. I want to get in touch with the people involved to see if I can get more details,” I say.

The cold case division has already let me look through the evidence once. I’m hoping they will continue to cooperate and let me carry on the investigation.

“Let me talk to Cooper,” he says.

He leaves the room, and I send a text to Xavier, whom I left in the hallway off the lobby, contemplating the vending machines.

Me: Bronson is talking with the head of the cold case division about Bess and Dahlia. Shouldn’t be too much longer. You okay?

It only takes a few seconds for the response to come.

X: There are no peanuts. I repeat. No peanuts.

Me: Do you need peanuts?

X: Just an observation of vending machine oversight failure.

Me: What did you get?

X: Raspberry cookies and cheese-baked chips.

Me: The classic combination.

X: Vending machine cheese board.

Bronson catches me chuckling as he comes back into the room.

“Xavier,” I tell him, holding up my phone.

“Ah.” He sets the folders he’s holding on the table in front of me. “Cooper is more than happy to have you on the case. The evidence is being kept in storage, but here are the records. The detectives who handled those cases when they first happened have retired, but I could probably get you in touch with them if you needed to talk with them directly for any reason.”

I pick up the folders. “This should be good. I’ll let you know if I need anything else though. Thanks.”

I get a message from Celeste as I walk out of the meeting room and see Xavier carefully arranging his chips and cookies on a napkin.

“Celeste ran into Heather again and invited her to dinner tonight. We’re supposed to be at her house at six thirty,” I say.

“Did she run into Heather, or did she walk down the sidewalk in the direction she knew Heather would be in so that she could ask her to come to dinner?” Xavier asks.

“It’s Celeste. Could be either. Come on. We’re going back to the hotel so I can make some phone calls.”

The hotel on Twilight Cove has become so familiar that the people at the desk greet us by our first names when we walk through the door. They’ve taken to giving us the same rooms each time we come, which makes it easy to check in and I know is more comfortable for Xavier.

“I’m going to my room while you make the calls,” he says as we walk down the hallway from the stairs. “I have some crocheting to do. Christmas is coming.”

“That it is,” I say.

I don’t know what he’s dreamed up for Christmas gifts this year, but he’s been working away at them in secret for several weeks already, so at this point, it feels like it could be just about anything. We part ways at our doors, and I go into my room. Putting the folders down on the table, I take out my computer and set it up, then sit down with my notepad and pen to write down the contact information for Bessie’s parents as well as the friends she was traveling with.

I call her parents first. The phone rings several times and then goes to a voicemail. I leave a message introducing myself and explaining I want to speak with them about this. Then I hang up and go to the mini refrigerator to grab a soda I stashed there after check-in. As I’m opening the can, my phone rings. I see that it is the number I just called.

“Dean Steele,” I answer.

“This is Clara Sims,” a woman’s voice says through the line. “You just left me a message saying you want to talk to me about my daughter.”

“Yes,” I say. “Is this a good time?”

“It’s a fine time,” she says. “Excuse me for sounding rude, but I’ve never heard your name. How did you get involved in Bess’s case?”

“Like I said in my message, I’m a private investigator. I recently worked a case in Echo Harbor, and in the course of that investigation, I came upon your daughter’s murder.”

“What case?” she asks.

“The murder of a man named Kieran Green,” I tell her.

“That’s the one who makes these videos. He came to Bessie’s memorial. He tried to talk to me and my husband about our daughter’s death. We told him he needed to leave,” she says. “It was quite a shock when we found out he was murdered not too long after that.”

“I’m sure it was,” I say. “You said you spoke with him. Did he ask you any specific questions? Or mention the name Dahlia Faison to you?”

“No,” she says. “He didn’t mention any names to me. He just said that he was making a documentary about the theme park, and he wanted to include Bessie’s murder in it. He wanted to sit down with us and talk through everything and get pictures and things from us. It was like he thought that we would be excited to let him exploit our little girl for his own gain. But what does his death have to do with Bess? Do you think there’s a possibility that the same person killed both of them?”

“No,” I say. “But the documentary Kieran Green was making had to do with Wonderland, and in a video he made describing his project, he suggested that the deaths of your daughter as well as another woman ten years later were somehow linked and could have had something to do with other events that happened at the park.”

“I don’t understand,” Clara says. “How could two women who died ten years apart be connected? And what could Bess’s death have to do with a theme park? She never even got to go inside.”

“I know. And right now, I will admit I don’t know the answers. Kieran never recorded videos about those murders. I wanted to talk to you and to Bess’s father if I can because I want you to know your daughter has not been forgotten. This is not just sitting on a shelf without anybody thinking about it. I am using every resource I can to find out what happened to her.”
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“Thank you,” Clara says. “I know the investigators who handled her case when it first happened put everything they could into it. They really did try to find out who did this to our little girl and why. It wasn’t their fault that the evidence just didn’t exist. I try really hard to remind myself of that every year when the anniversary of that phone call comes. Because I’ll be the first to tell you that I didn’t always feel this way. From the very beginning, I thought there was more that they could do. I didn’t understand how there was just nothing.

“It wasn’t like she was in some isolated place with no one else around her. She hadn’t snuck into an abandoned building or gone camping out in the wilderness. She was at a campground surrounded by other people. Her best friends in the world were just a few yards away from her. And yet somehow, nobody heard or saw anything. And whoever did this managed to get away without leaving anything behind. How does that happen?”

“I know how painful that is,” I say.

“Do you?” she asks with an edge of aggression in her voice that says she thinks I’m just giving her a platitude.

“Yes,” I say. “My mother was murdered when I was a teenager. It wasn’t until I was an adult that I found out what happened to her.”

“I’m sorry,” she says.

“I’m sorry for what you had to go through too,” I say. “I know it’s different when it’s your child.”

“Yeah,” Clara says, the word coming out almost as a breath. “I struggled with those feelings for a long time. I tried everything I could think of to get them to find something, but then I had to come to terms with the reality that they had already done everything they could. They’d done the searching. They’d asked the questions. For the first couple of years, they would even come to the memorials for her at the campground. But then they stopped. I didn’t hear from them anymore. For a long time, it felt like Bess was going to stay a mystery.

“I think that’s what upset me so much about Kieran Green wanting to do the video about her. He was no one. He had no ability to actually find out anything. He was barely even on the planet when she died, and even though I’m sure he has great skills with the internet, that’s where it ends. He can’t find anything new or get us any answers. All he wanted was attention and money.”

“He is the reason I know about your daughter’s case,” I tell her. “If he hadn’t mentioned a killer who had operated near the park before, I never would have looked further into it and uncovered Bess or Dahlia. I don’t blame you for not wanting to be a part of it and for feeling like he was exploiting Bess and the pain your family has been suffering for all these years. But he was trying to find answers. And he died in that attempt.”

“I guess you’re right,” she says. “I just want you to know it means everything to me that you are taking on Bess’s case. And I will help you in any way I can.”

“Did Bess contact you at all while she was camping?” I ask.

“She sent me a text to let me know they’d gotten to the campground. She even sent me a picture of the tent all set up and told me she did it herself. I told her how proud her father was because he’d taught her to do it. Then later, she sent me a picture of them at the bonfire. That was it. I didn’t hear from her again.”

“And there was nothing to make you feel concerned about her? She didn’t seem worried or upset about anything?” I ask.

“Not at all. She was having a blast. It was a big deal that she was even on the trip. Her father and I were not the type of parents who let our children do things like that when they were younger. She wasn’t allowed to ride around with teenage drivers when she was in high school. She didn’t go out on school nights. She wasn’t even allowed to go on the senior beach week trip because we couldn’t confirm there would be any adults we trusted along with the kids. But she had graduated and was getting ready to go off to college, so we knew it was time to give her more freedom.

“She was so excited when her friends came up with the plan to go to the park, and we agreed for her to go. When she left, she was happy. She hugged and kissed us and told us she loved us, then she was gone. I was hoping she would call us before she went to bed, but I didn’t ask her to. I figured she was going to be spending time with her friends and having fun, so I didn’t want to take her from that. When my phone rang the next morning, I thought it was her.”

“Honey?” I hear a man’s voice in the background. It sounds like he’s in another room, but then it gets closer and louder. “Hey. Oh, sorry. I didn’t know you were on the phone.”

“It’s fine,” Clara says. “It’s actually good you’re here. I’m talking with a private investigator who is looking into Bess. Dean, I’m going to put you on speaker. This is my husband, Dawson.”

“Hi,” I say. “I’m Dean.”

“I was telling Dean about the morning we got the phone call,” Clara says.

“I was already worried about her,” Dawson tells me. “It’s a cliché, but she was my little girl, and I was worried about her being out in the world without me there to protect her. It was the first time she was ever that far away from me, and when we didn’t hear from her before we went to bed, I had a bad feeling. I will always regret not calling her.”

“It wouldn’t have changed anything,” Clara says. “You know that. You have to stop doing that to yourself.”

“You were telling me that you thought it was Bess calling you the next morning,” I say.

“Yes,” Clara says. “I just figured she was calling while they ate breakfast before heading into the park. It was even her number. But when I answered, it was a detective. He was using her phone so they could get our number more easily. He told us that something had happened and that we needed to get to Echo Harbor as soon as possible. I remember asking him if Bess had been stung by a bee. She was allergic, and since she was camping, I thought maybe she had accidentally gotten near a hive or one had come up while she was eating. I didn’t know if she had her EpiPen with her and was hoping they’d gotten her to a hospital fast enough. But he told me that it wasn’t a bee. He wouldn’t say anything else, just that we needed to get there. I knew then she wasn’t alive anymore.”

“Did you talk to her friends?” I ask.

“The detective told us not to call any of them and not to turn on the news,” Dawson says. “But they all showed up at the hospital, and we were able to talk to them. They didn’t know what happened. They were all asleep. Each one of them said the same thing. They said good night and went to bed. Nothing woke them up in the middle of the night. When they got up the next morning, they thought she had just slept in. When Reagan went to wake her up, she found her.”

“Was there ever a point when you thought there might be a possibility that her friends could be involved?” I ask. “Like you said, they were sleeping just a few yards away from where Bess was. And they were the last ones to speak to her and the ones to find her. Did it ever cross your mind to be suspicious of them?”

“I was,” Clara admits. “As soon as I saw how the tent site was set up and knew how they were, I heard that nobody noticed anything. I felt like they had something to do with it. It just didn’t seem possible that something like that could happen right in the middle of a busy campground and be completely missed by the people right around her. But the police immediately examined their tents and all of their possessions, their cars, everything. They didn’t find any trace of blood or any weapons.

“They said whoever had done this to her would have blood on them, and they didn’t find anything in any of their bags or on their clothes. They tested the showers in the bathhouse and found very small traces of blood, but nothing with Bess’s DNA.”

“Have you kept up with them over the years? I know that you have memorials for her every year on the anniversary of her murder. Do they come?”

“Reagan and Billie do. Dave came for a while, but then we didn’t see him anymore. I know that Ethan died a few years ago. He was sick for a while.”

“As horrible as it sounds, when I found out that he was sick, I thought that might be when we were going to get some answers,” Dawson says. “I know that the investigators said there wasn’t any sign of any involvement from her friends, but I was never fully confident about that. I figured if they weren’t able to find any evidence to point to who did it, they couldn’t convince me that they found enough evidence to completely exclude a group of people. So when we found out that Ethan was sick and wasn’t going to survive, I thought there was a possibility he might finally confess to something.”

“Was there a reason you were particularly suspicious of him?” I ask.

“There was always something about him that seemed a little off. I don’t know how to explain it. He was really wrapped up in Bess. She didn’t feel the same way about him, and she always said that she didn’t think he was interested, but it was obvious. I think there was a part of me that wondered if he had taken that opportunity to try to start something up with her and she rejected him. But he died without ever saying anything. And to this day, there is still no evidence that he had anything to do with it.”

“Do you still suspect him?” I ask.

“I don’t know anymore,” Dawson says. “We’ve waited so long and got nothing. I just don’t want to reach the end of my life still wondering.”
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I get off the call with Bess’s parents and cross Ethan off my list of contacts.

The door to my room opens, and Xavier comes in, his arms full of a sparkly red-and-green mass of yarn. He deposits himself on the bed and gets back to work stitching. His hands moving as if completely on their own, he looks at me.

“Did you get to talk to anybody?” he asks.

I tell him about my conversation with Bess’s parents and finding out that Ethan died.

“His death must have left a big gap for them,” he says.

“What do you mean?” I ask.

“Regardless of how well they knew any of them back then or how much contact with them they have now, they are inextricably linked. They look at those four people, teenagers then and adults now, and see vessels for the memories of the last hours their daughter was alive. Each of those people had something that her parents never will. They were with her through the last times she would ever laugh. They heard some of her last words. They saw her last smiles and watched her last steps. They were there when Bess died, even if they didn’t know it.

“Her parents were there in the moment when Bess took her first breath, when her soul came into this world and made an irreversible shift in existence. But it was those four people who were there when the world changed again because her soul left it. When her spirit left her body, they were the ones who were near enough to be touched by it. Even if each one of them thought they told the investigators, and even her parents, every single thing that they could possibly remember about that night, there are things that they contain within themselves that can never be shared. Impressions and flashes of moments that they witnessed.

“When Ethan died, he took all of that with him. Any memories of her that he had come at any moments that he shared with her, anything that he possibly knew, he took with him. It can never be known again.”

“I’m going to try to contact the others,” I say. “They told me Dave stopped coming to the memorials, and they don’t seem to have had any contact with him in a long time. But maybe I can reach the girls.”

I’m not surprised when I’m not able to reach Dave. The number that’s listed in the record doesn’t belong to him anymore. I jot down a note to try to track him down, then call Reagan. She doesn’t answer the phone, and I leave a message, then move on to calling Billie. I’m particularly interested in talking to her. From the statements I’ve read about that night, it seems like she was the last of the group to spend time with Bess.

She answers, and I introduce myself.

“I’m investigating the murder of Bess Sims,” I tell her.

“I was just at her memorial. I didn’t know there was new interest in her case,” Billie says.

“I hadn’t taken on the case yet at that point. Would you be willing to talk to me about it?”

“Sure,” she says.

“I read in the statements given to the original investigators that you walked back to the campsite with her after going to the bathhouse. Is that correct?”

“Yeah,” she says. “She went ahead of me to take a shower after the bonfire. The others didn’t want to go because it was raining. I was on the phone, so I told her I would meet up with her there. My call ended up taking a little bit longer than I expected it to, so by the time I was walking down the path toward the bathhouse, she was coming back toward me. I noticed that she didn’t have a light with her. It was really dark, and she was just walking down the path without a flashlight or anything.

“That’s when she told me that she did have her flashlight when she went to the bathhouse but it went missing while she was in the shower. She said that she was in the shower and heard the door to the bathhouse open and close. She thought it was me, but when she called out, nobody answered. Then just a few seconds later, the door opened and closed again.”

“Did that upset her?” I ask.

“I think it kind of unnerved her a little bit, but nothing too much. More just the general idea of being in an empty campground bathhouse late at night while it was raining. It was just a lot of factors that made the situation kind of creepy. But she said she just thought that somebody had come in to take a shower and decided that they didn’t want to shower while there was a stranger in there, so they left. But then when she got out and was getting ready to leave, she realized her flashlight wasn’t there anymore. She had it with her when she walked to the shower, and she knew she put it on the counter with the rest of her stuff, but it just wasn’t gone.

“She was uncomfortable walking back to the campsite by herself, so she came back to the bathhouse with me and waited while I showered, then we walked back to the tents together. It had stopped raining at that point, and everything seemed fine. We said good night and went our separate ways to our tents. We were planning on getting up really early the next morning so that we could be at the park when it opened. I heard Ethan go over to her tent and startle her, but he was just teasing. I watched him walk back to his tent, and that was it. I zipped myself up and went to sleep.”

“What about the next morning? What do you remember?”

“I woke up really early. The sun wasn’t even up yet. I wanted to go back to sleep, but I figured that I might as well get up and go ahead and get ready. I got out of my tent, and nobody else was up yet, so I went to the bathhouse and came back. By that point, Reagan and Dave were up. They told me that Ethan had gotten up and had gone to the general store to grab some matches so we could start a fire and cook breakfast. I remember thinking that was strange.”

“Why?”

“Because we had matches the night before. We hadn’t ended up making our own fire, but when we were unpacking, Dave took out a kit to start one. It had some starters he had made with dryer lint and wax, a flint, and a box of matches. He said he must not have packed them, but I know I saw them. I went and looked in the box, and they weren’t there. At the time, I didn’t make any connection between that and Bess’s flashlight. It just didn’t occur to me. But later, I thought about how strange that was.

“By the time Ethan got back from the store, Bess still wasn’t up. That wasn’t like her. Reagan decided she was going to go wake her up, and that’s when she found her. Everything after that is kind of a blur. But there’s one thing I will never forget.”

“What’s that?” I ask.

“When they were clearing the area so they could investigate the scene and remove her body, there were a lot of people who had gathered around trying to see what was going on. I looked over toward the crowd and saw Oliver standing there. He looked right at me. Made eye contact with me. Then he turned and walked away. He didn’t say a single word, and I never spoke with him again.

“We spent hours together the night before. We were all hanging out together as a group. And it was super obvious that he and Bess were into each other. But then we are literally standing there with her brutally murdered body, and he doesn’t even acknowledge us. The police never named him as a suspect, but I can’t let the feeling of that look go. When we were headed back to the tents after the bonfire the night before, it looked like he was trying to get her to invite him back to her tent with him. Like he just kept walking along with her even though he was staying in one of the RVs at the very front of the campground. She eventually had to stop to make him stop.

“So what if he actually wasn’t done for the night? What if he only walked away from her right then because the rest of us were standing there watching and he didn’t want us to think anything strange about him? He could have acted like he was going back to his RV but then actually came back and watched her. He could have seen her going to the bathhouse, gone in, and taken her flashlight so that it would be dark when she was walking back to the site, then waited for her along the way. He wouldn’t have expected for me to meet up with her and make it so that he couldn’t just ambush her in the dark. But he could have waited, and then when everybody was asleep, he went into her tent.”

“The investigators talked to his family, and they all say that he was back at his RV soon after the bonfire. None of them reported that he left at any point that night,” I say.

“Were they awake the whole time?” she asks. “Or could he have pretended that he was and for the night and slipped out? Or maybe they just don’t want to admit that he wasn’t where he was supposed to be.”

I ask her a few more questions, but she doesn’t have any new information to give me. When I’m off the call with her, I go back to the reports to find Oliver’s information. I’d like to have a chance to talk to him about his memories of that night and how all this has impacted him. But when I call, I get another disconnected number. I run a search for him, expecting to find his social media so I could reach out to him that way. Instead, I find a mugshot.

“Holy hell,” I mutter.

“What?” Xavier asks from the bed.

“I just found Oliver Rogers,” I tell him. “The guy Bess met at the camp store and was hanging out with at the fire just before she died. He just got out of prison after serving time for stalking and rape.”
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I read through the articles about Oliver’s arrest and find out that he was convicted of stalking a former girlfriend for well over a year before finally breaking into her house and assaulting her over the course of two days. This had landed him in prison for a total of twelve years, and he was just released about two years ago. Taking into consideration the amount of time it took for him to go through trial and the actual length of the crime, the timing puts it extremely close to the murder.

I’m finally able to locate a social media profile for him, and I am surprised to see that he hasn’t set it to private. But that’s exactly what I need. Now more than ever, I want to talk to him about what happened to Bess Sims. I sent him a message, giving him my email address and phone number so he could contact me from several different avenues.

Within just a couple of minutes, I can see that he has seen the message, but I get no response. I looked through his posts and saw that he has a job at a warehouse. Plugging the address into a GPS site, I see that he no longer lives in the town where they were living when Bess was murdered. Instead, he relocated about half an hour from there.

Checking the time, I see that it is getting close to when we need to head over to Celeste’s place for dinner. I call her and ask if there’s anything we can bring with us. She instructs me to bring along some wine and something to snack on when we get there before dinner is ready. So Xavier and I get ready and head to Main Street to drop by a couple of the gourmet and specialty food shops there. With a couple of bottles of wine and a bag full of charcuterie in tow, we make our way to Celeste’s house.

Coming here still reminds me of the day that I discovered her floating in her pool, blood tinting the water around her pink. There have still been no arrests associated with her attack, and it seems like the police have all but brushed it aside. Without any clear evidence as to who was responsible for nearly killing her, there’s nothing they can do. But there isn’t a single doubt in my mind who is behind the attack. I know Celeste feels the same way. She knows that someone came after her in retaliation for her speaking out about the Board. We might not know who specifically was assigned to the task, but it was done to silence her.

And because of that, because of the incredible influence the group has over all of Twilight Cove, I know the chances of someone actually being held accountable for the attack are slim to none. The people of the community don’t want to cross the powerful people who stand behind a veil of charitable good deeds. Even those who admire the group for everything they do and see the positive effects they’ve had tread lightly around them.

I ring the doorbell, and Celeste’s voice comes through a small speaker set to the side of the door.

“Come on in. It’s open,” she says.

Xavier and I go inside and are immediately greeted by delicious smells coming from the kitchen. We follow them and find Celeste at the stove, simultaneously stirring two pots.

“You just leave your front door unlocked?” I ask. “That doesn’t seem like a good idea.”

“No, it doesn’t,” she says. “That’s why I don’t do it. The locks are electronic. I can open them from my phone. But thanks for your concern.” She winks at me and goes back to cooking.

I hold up the bag I’m carrying. “What do you want me to do with this?”

“Find whatever plates or anything you need, and then go set it up on the patio. I have a fire going in the fire pit. Heather is already out there,” she says.

Xavier and I go through the cabinets looking for wine glasses, a platter, and plates. Celeste directs us to a picture of water in the refrigerator and a kettle of hot apple cider. We carry everything outside and find Heather sitting on one of the thickly cushioned chairs positioned around a large stone fire ring. She’s staring into the flames as if lost in thought, but she jumps slightly and looks up at us when we approach.

“Sorry,” I say. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

She shakes her head. “No, it’s fine. Can I help you with all that?”

Xavier hands her the platter he’s carrying, and she sets it on the wide stone edge of the firepit. I set down the bag and start unpacking it.

“How are you doing?” I ask.

“I’m fine,” she says, reaching for a box of crackers. “I spent all afternoon installing cameras and changing all the locks around the house and in the garage. Part of me kind of feels like I am overreacting but at the same time…” Her voice trails off.

“You’re definitely not overreacting,” I tell her. “First of all, you just moved into that house, so you should have changed the locks and everything anyway. That’s just New House 101. But if you’re finding weird things happening around your place, you need security. Cameras are going to show you what’s going on and hopefully help you stop whoever is doing it.”

“Well, hopefully, it won’t happen anymore,” she says. “But I do feel better knowing that they are there. After being in town for so long today, I was kind of nervous going back to the house. I was just waiting for something else to happen. And I hate that. I don’t want to have to feel that way every time I walk out of the house or come back.”

“But everything was fine when you got there this afternoon?” I ask.

“Yeah,” she says. “As far as I could tell, nothing was different. I just want to know why someone is doing this. Honestly, I feel like I’m being hazed. Like I’m the new kid and I moved into the spooky house that people like to tell stories about, so now someone’s trying to scare me.”

“Dinner is going to be ready in about ten minutes,” Celeste says, coming out of the house. “What are we talking about?”

“I was just telling them that I feel like someone is trying to scare me and that I kind of hate that I had to change locks and install cameras and all of that because of it,” Heather says.

“All of those are good things to have anyway,” Celeste says. “Just putting that out there. But it is strange that someone is doing all of this.”

“What do you know about the house?” I ask. “Heather says that people like to tell stories about it, and she said that she heard people don’t tend to stay very long.”

“That’s true,” Heather says. “But my grandmother owned the house for decades. I never came to visit her, but my aunts, uncles, and cousins did. And I know my grandmother spent time here. They never said anything about it.”

“I only know a few things that I’ve heard about it since moving here,” Celeste says. “I know it’s one of the original houses of the community, so it’s pretty old. And you know the story of the family that lived there when it was first built.”

“I actually read about that in the History section of the town’s website. Apparently, it’s not just a story. Those things really did happen,” Heather says.

“They did,” Celeste says. “But it’s the stories after that that I guess, you can say, are up for personal interpretation. According to the things that I’ve heard, several different families bought and moved into the house after Evelyn Hughes died and her husband, Lucas, disappeared. Most of them didn’t last very long. They reported hearing strange things and feeling threatened. Some curious people have gone up there just to look around, and some have reported seeing someone up on the widow’s walk. When I first moved here, there was actually an article in the town newsletter about somebody who had gone up to Moonlight Path to see the house. They swore they heard a man scream from inside.”

“A man?” Heather asks.

“Remember, when Evelyn’s body was found, nobody was able to locate her husband. And they went into the house and found blood. But he was never seen again. The person who wrote the article was convinced he was hearing a ghost impression of what happened to him,” Celeste says.

“A residual spirit,” Xavier says.

“What?” Heather asks.

“A residual spirit. There are different types of hauntings. Shadow figures, vortex spirits, poltergeists, intelligent entities. Residual spirits are the ones that people hear a lot about in ghost stories about old places. They are essentially recordings in a space. Rather than being interactive in any way, they simply repeat the same actions of a particular moment of their lives. Sometimes deeply emotional or traumatic experiences, sometimes, their deaths. The theory is that they aren’t really there, not in the way that you would be able to contact them or have them respond to you. It is a lingering imprint of the intense energy associated with those moments.”

“So people have left the house after only living there a short time because they heard things and supposedly saw things,” I say. “Whether they did or not isn’t really the point here. They might have actually experienced those things, and they might have been influenced by what they had been told about the house. Either way, they left because of what they interpreted as supernatural occurrences, right?”

“That’s what it sounds like,” Celeste says.

“But what Heather has been experiencing is decidedly not supernatural. She isn’t just hearing a residual spirit. Someone put those gardening shears in her flower bed and the nails behind her tires. That’s something completely different. So what changed?”

Heather takes a breath. “Me.”


[image: ]

[image: ]

By the next morning, I still hadn’t heard from Oliver. I check my social media messages as well as my email just to make sure I didn’t miss any notifications, but there’s nothing. He saw the message. He clearly knows that I am trying to get in touch with him, but he’s purposely avoiding reaching back out to me.

Xavier meets me out in the hallway to go down to the hotel lobby for breakfast. He can immediately tell that something is bothering me.

“What’s up?” he asks.

“Oliver hasn’t gotten back to me. I don’t think he’s going to,” I say.

“Then you go talk to him,” he says simply. “You know where he works. Just go find him, and make him talk to you.”

“He works in a town about two and a half hours away,” I tell him.

“Road trip.” He turns on his heel and starts back toward his room.

“Where are you going?”

“To get my crochet bag. If we’re road-tripping, I’m going to do some travel stitching.”

I go into my room and get all the notes I have about the case. We stop by the breakfast room and pick up a couple of the grab-and-go breakfast bags the hotel sets out, knowing we’re going to end up stopping to get something else while we’re on the road.
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The drive is uneventful. I listen to a couple of episodes of the podcast Sam has been devouring and has been trying to get Emma into. She convinced me I needed to listen to it, and now I’ve gotten invested. Beside me, Xavier stitches away, occasionally responding to the podcast as if he’s chatting with the presenter.

As we get into the town of Devlin, I pay closer attention to the directions on my GPS so I can find my way to the warehouse where Oliver works. I notice a convenience store on one side of the road and pull over. Parking in a spot near the door, I take my phone off the holder attached to the dashboard.

“Want to go in and grab a snack or anything?” I ask Xavier.

“Yes.”

“All right. I’m going to message Oliver to give him another chance to talk to me before we go to his workplace. I’ll meet you there in a minute. You good?”

“Yep.”

He looks at the door, and I know he’s trying to see through the glass so he can get some of the layout of the store before going inside so he is more confident walking in alone. He takes off his seat belt emphatically and walks inside.

I send another message to Oliver’s social media letting him know that I really need to talk to him and that it’s important he gets back to me quickly. I wait for a few moments to see if he’ll see the message. The confirmation pops up, but there’s no response. Taking that as an answer in and of itself, I make my way into the store to get a drink.

I find Xavier standing in front of the slushy machine. He’s gripping a cup close to his chest, his eyes sweeping back and forth across the flavors listed on the machine. I notice there is already a layer of white slushy in the cup.

“X?”

“Which is more appropriate—piña colada followed by banana for fruit salad adjacency, or cherry for proper completion of cocktail mimicry?”

“I would do banana. Go tropical with it.”

He nods and steps up to the machine to add the new layer to his slushy. I go beside him to the drinking fountain and fill a cup, then peruse the offerings in a display of hot food at the front of the store. Xavier comes up beside me, and we choose a couple of items.

“Did he answer?” he asks.

I glance down at my phone to check and shake my head.

“No. He’s seen the message but hasn’t said anything. That tells me I’ve been given an invitation to visit.”

We go through a self-checkout station and return to the car. I go over the next few directions on the GPS screen to give me an idea of where I’m going. The drive to the warehouse is another ten minutes down the road, and when we turn into the lot, I see a guardhouse just before the entrance to the parking lot. I worry that we might have come all this way just to not be able to talk to Oliver, but I’m relieved when I realize that there’s no one inside and the barrier blocking access to the lot is already up.

The warehouse is fairly large, but the office at the front is surprisingly small. A woman sits behind the desk with a phone propped between her ear and her shoulder while she types and occasionally consults something on her computer. She looks up at me as we walk inside and holds up a finger. I nod, and we step to the side. The conversation goes on for another couple of minutes before she sets down the phone and looks over at me.

“What can I do for you?”

I show her my identification. “My name is Dean Steele. I’m a private investigator. I need to speak with one of your employees.”

“Who?”

“Oliver Rogers,” I tell her.

“What’s this about?”

“A case I’m investigating. I can’t discuss the details,” I tell her.

I’m not going to get into the specifics of why I want to talk to him. I don’t know how much he had divulged to his employers when he got the job, and while I doubt he would get hired without them knowing about his time behind bars, it’s not up to me to be the one to reveal that. As horrendous as the crimes he served time for are, I am not and never will be in a position to judge. Anyone who has taken a glimpse into my past knows that I haven’t always walked the straight and narrow, and there’s plenty I’ve done that some people might think would warrant me being completely cast out of society forever. They might see me as irredeemable.

So I try to never look at another human being that way. I try to remind myself that people can change, that they can do better. It doesn’t always happen. Sometimes the best predictor of future events truly is past events. But if people are never given the chance, they can’t ever prove themselves.

The woman at the desk gives me a long look, like she’s trying to decide if she’s going to take that as enough of an answer. She finally looks at her computer screen, then picks up the phone and makes a call.

“Yeah, get me Oliver Rogers. Someone’s here to talk to him.”

She hangs up and gestures at the blue molded plastic chairs sitting against the front window. Xavier and I sit down, and he wriggles slightly in the chair.

“These remind me of the ones that were in the Laundromat when I was little.” He scoots up to the edge of the seat and slides back into place in the dipped center. “Yep, same ones.” He sits back and sips his slushy.

We wait a few minutes before Oliver comes through a side door. He looks right at the woman behind the desk, not seeming to even notice we’re sitting here.

“Smith said you needed me?” he says.

“Not me,” the woman says. “Them. Says he’s a private investigator who needs to talk to you about a case he’s working on.”

Oliver looks over at me, and his expression drops. His eyes slide over toward the door like he’s contemplating whether he would be able to get out fast enough to get away from me. I stand up and take a step toward him.

“Dean Steele,” I say. “Want to step outside and chat, or should I just ask you my questions right here?”

“Let’s go outside,” he says.

We step back out onto the sidewalk separating the parking lot from the building, and he walks a few strides away from me before whipping around to face us again.

“What are you doing here?” he demands.

“I sent you a couple of messages online,” I say.

“I know, I saw them,” he says.

“And you didn’t respond.”

“So you decided to just show up here? Where I work? Do you have any idea how hard it was for me to get this job?”

“Yes,” I say, “I do. From personal experience.”

“Then you should know what bullshit it is for you to just walk up here and take me away from the floor.”

“Is it that I came here or that you don’t want to talk about Bess Sims?”

“That was twenty years ago,” he says. “I was eighteen years old. A lot has changed.”

“Like the fact that you spent twelve years serving time for what you did to your ex-girlfriend?” I ask.

His arms cross over his chest defensively. Eyes flashing, he shifts his weight back and forth between his feet like he can’t stand to be still.

“You don’t know the whole story,” he says.

“I read the record. I know what you were charged with and that you were convicted,” I say. “She said that the two of you dated casually for a couple of weeks, and when she broke it off with you, you couldn’t deal with it. You spent the next year and a half following her everywhere, harassing her online, calling her so much she had to change her number three times. Is any of this sounding familiar?”

“She lied. We were together for months. And it was not casual. Then she ghosted me. I might have called her a few times and sent her messages online, but I was just trying to get her to talk to me. And we lived in the same town. We ended up in the same place sometimes.”

“So was she lying when she said you parked outside her work for days at a time? That she found you asleep in your car outside her house? Or that one night you forced your way into the house with her and spent the next two days holding her captive?” I ask.

Oliver’s jaw sets so hard I can see the muscles twitching along the side of his face. Color creeps up his neck and across his cheeks. He looks like he’s about to explode. It doesn’t bode well for his attempts at sounding like a misunderstood victim of wrongful imprisonment.

“What is it that you want?” he asks.

“Like I said, I want to talk to you about Bess Sims.”

“What about her?”

“It sounds like the two of you really hit it off when you met at the campground,” I say.

“I guess you can say that,” he says.

“And you spent time hanging out with her friends around the bonfire. In fact, you were planning on meeting up with her at the theme park the next day.”

“Yeah.”

“Then she was murdered, and you wouldn’t even say a word to those same friends.”

“What are you talking about?” he says.

“I talked to Billie. She said when they were preparing to take Bess’s body away from the tent, you were there. You looked right at her and then walked away without saying a word.”

“So?”

“So then just a couple years later, you end up stalking a woman, raping her, and getting tossed in prison for it. That seems like quite the escalation for someone who had never committed a crime against another person. Which tells me maybe that wasn’t your first time,” I say.

“I didn’t have anything to do with Bess’s murder,” Oliver says firmly. “Why would I kill her? I didn’t even know her.”

“That really isn’t a factor. And Billie said that you seemed like you were trying to go back to Bess’s tent with her after the bonfire. Maybe you were looking for more.”

“I went back to the RV,” Oliver says. “And unless I am very much mistaken, which I know I’m not, there was no sign of sexual assault.”

“You have to understand how this looks,” I say.

“I already talked to detectives and was questioned. My family was questioned. They dug through my stuff, did tests on my clothes. I was never a suspect.”

“Neither was anyone else. That just means the person who did it was never formally suspected.”

“And it wasn’t me,” he says, his voice dropping nearly to a growl. He glances at the watch on his wrist. “I have to go back to work. You just cost me my break.”

“If I find anything else, I might want to talk to you again,” I say.

“And when you become a detective and have the power to arrest me, you can,” he says.

I watch him walk back into the building, and Xavier and I return to the car.

He takes a long sip of his slushy. “Do you think he did it?” he asks.

“No. That doesn’t mean I think he’s a good guy and that he didn’t have something in mind before her friends gathered around her. But I think he’s telling the truth about not murdering Bess. If he had, it would mean that her death and Dahlia’s could not have been linked. He was in prison when Dahlia was murdered. But if he didn’t…”

“They still could be. Kieran Green could still be right.”


[image: ]

[image: ]

Heather

She wasn’t entirely truthful to everybody at dinner last night.

They knew about the gardening shears stabbed into the ground, the doorbell ringing, the glass scattered across her front porch…

They understood the obvious signs that someone was coming to her house and leaving ominous signs of their presence. But Dean was quick to point out that the other people who moved into the house after the Hughes family fled because they were frightened by unexplained phenomena, seeming reminders of the tragedies that happened there, and that what she was experiencing was different.

Heather didn’t correct him. She didn’t point out that while she knows she’s dealing with someone all too alive, she also has the creeping feeling along her spine that there is something else in the house. She’s heard the footsteps. Flickers of movement seem to happen in the corners of her eyes.

She didn’t want to say anything about it. She never would have said that she believes in things like that. She could barely even bring herself to say the word. Ghosts. It feels silly and melodramatic to even think about it. Not that she has ever really put much thought into it. She’s not a staunch skeptic waiting for something to prove her wrong. It’s just never crossed her mind.

Now it’s right at the edge of her thoughts all the time. She wishes she could have talked to her grandmother about the house when she was alive and found out how she came to own it, what it was like when she came to stay in it during her vacations. Heather doesn’t know the story behind the house coming into the family or why her cousins went throughout their childhoods but she never did.

The thoughts make grief hang heavily on her heart. In a way, she feels like she hasn’t really mourned her grandmother. The news of her death came as a blow, especially considering she was planning on going to see her in just a couple of weeks before it happened. At that moment, Heather went into survival mode. Like she’s done so much in her life, she coped by being organized and structured. She went about doing the things she had to do, grateful for the very clear instructions Granny left her, knowing they were so much alike in that way. They wanted things the way they wanted them, and that was that. But they were both also very good at following directions and liked the clarity of set expectations.

Not that either one of them always fit in with those expectations or did what other people thought they should. At least they had the path to follow.

After Granny’s death, she followed that path. She did everything exactly the way she was supposed to do it. She acted rather than grieved, functioned rather than felt. But this house is changing that. It’s bringing the loss to the surface in a way that even standing at the graveside and watching the casket slip beneath the ground didn’t do. Sitting here alone in this big house, wondering why it was left to her, she finds herself listening for her grandmother’s voice among the sounds drifting through the halls.

She wishes she had more time. Not just because she misses her grandmother and is still processing what it means to move forward in life knowing that she’s not right there at the other end of a phone call. Heather wishes she had more time because she’s just now realizing how much she doesn’t know and what she wishes her grandmother could tell her. She wants to ask how Granny found the house and why she bought it. She wants to know what it was like being there in the years before some of her children and grandchildren started to visit. She wants to know what happened in the family and why the house is now hers.

But she also wants to know why the sheets at her grandmother’s house were always so soft and why her butter cookies were better than any other ones Heather ever tasted. She wants to know why Granny never wore purple and why she smelled so good. She wants to know everything she never thought of before and now can’t stop thinking about. And if answering those questions could keep her grandmother here, she could come up with a million more.

She’ll never get those answers from Granny, at least not while she’s still here. But Heather knows there are some she can try to find on her own. It’s why the next morning, on her way to the larger hardware store further on the island to pick up some supplies she couldn’t find in the small store on Main Street, she detours to the library.

She asks the librarian for archived newspapers from the community and ends up in a back research room with microfiche volumes spanning the last century. From the information she already got from the website, she’s able to narrow down the time and starts scrolling through newspapers from around the time Thatcher Hughes disappeared. The same black-and-white image of the elegant family dressed in white and sitting on what looks like the back patio of the house, which she saw on the website, accompanies one of the articles. It details the wealth and power of the family, spoken in the flowery, glowing terms of the time that always sound too careful, too worshipful.

As the article describes the timeline leading up to his parents realizing Thatcher was missing, another image appears amid the text. This one is only of the young man himself. He’s photographed from the side, looking off into the distance. It’s hard to tell in the black-and-white image, but it looks like he had sandy-blond hair and dark eyes. There’s no description of him in the article. It’s just assumed that anyone reading it would know who he is.

She scans through the next several volumes of the newspaper until she finds a follow-up article detailing the ongoing search for the beloved son. A few more articles appear talking about the case. There’s very little information to be had. Those days were long before any of the investigative tools detectives rely on now. There was no such thing as looking at a person’s phone records or tracking them with security cameras. It was all rumor and conjecture. And with a family as powerful as the Hughes family, people were very cautious about what they said.

Six months after the initial article about Thatcher’s disappearance, another article details the gruesome discovery of Evelyn Hughes’s body and the mysterious disappearance of her husband with only a pool of blood on the floor as a clue to what might have happened to him. There is a slight element of sensationalism in the article. Whoever wrote it obviously knew that this was something readers would lap up. As horrifying as it was, human nature tends to make the macabre fascinating. People are drawn to grisly stories, and it’s clear the reporter covering this event wanted to indulge the readers. But through the brooding, dramatic language, Heather finds the heartbreaking and alarming reality of the mystery.

Evelyn grieved so intensely for her child that it consumed her. She and her husband had both withdrawn in the weeks following Thatcher’s disappearance, and that distance meant days passed without anyone thinking something might be wrong with the couple. When someone thought to check on them, it was a doctor from the area named Hubert Walker. He said he and Lucas had a standing appointment, and when Lucas missed it and didn’t send a messenger with a note, Hubert became concerned. He waited another day before sending a messenger of his own, who came back saying that no one had answered the door and that there was a foul odor around the house.

That triggered the doctor to go up to Moonlight Path himself, and he immediately recognized the smell of decomposition. He walked around the house and discovered the body of Evelyn already decaying. He went to the police, and they broke into the house, where they found the blood and no sign of Lucas.

A quote in the article catches Heather’s attention. Someone the reporter had only identified as a “concerned local” said:

I wish I could say it surprises me, but it doesn’t. Something was always going to happen in that house.

There’s no explanation behind the quote, and it stays with her as Heather searches for any mention of the next family who came to live in the Hughes house. She wants to know how much of what Jeff Shriver told her is rooted in truth and how much of it was the stuff of whispers in blanket forts at sleepovers but had managed to make its way into popular belief. She’s especially interested in the man he said was found dead on the rocks beneath the widow’s walk.

As she starts her search, she realizes he didn’t tell her when that supposedly happened, and she doesn’t want to devote the rest of the day to just scrolling through the volumes in hopes of catching something. Instead, she goes to the research computer and runs a broad search for deaths on Moonlight Path. She’s almost surprised when an article comes up reporting the death of a man named Zachary Fowler, who was found dead in exactly the way Shriver described. Heather returns to the microfiche to find further articles, hoping for the rest of the story, but there isn’t one. There was never any explanation for his death beyond it being a terrible accident.

“Is there anything I can help you with?”

Heather’s head snaps up, and she sees the librarian standing at the door. She realizes how long she’s been sitting here and gathers her things.

“No, thank you. I’m done.”

She leaves the library and goes directly to the hardware store. The drive along Moonlight Path feels somehow more significant now. It’s like the sentimental cards that say you’re connected to a distant loved one by an invisible string, only the opposite. She feels every inch of the distance. Every bit of the isolation from the rest of the town is very much there.

Heather sits in the driveway for a few seconds, looking at the front door. She’s not going to leave. She’s not going to be driven out. This is her dream, and she feels like Granny endorsed it by leaving her the house. It’s hers, and she’s not going to lose it to anything.

Resolved, she pulls her bags from the back seat and carries them up to the porch. Even though she’s the only one who’s going to be looking at the footage, she flashes a smile at her new security camera. Knowing it’s there makes her calm. She unlocks the door and hauls the bags inside. Setting them on the floor, she feels an uneasy tingle along the back of her neck. In the corner of her eye, she sees something in the sitting room to the left.

It isn’t a shadow.

Sunlight pouring through the drawn-open drapes in the front window makes it almost glow. A white T-shirt. Blue jeans. Blood.

The man lying on the floor of the sitting room has a gun at his side, and a portion of his head is missing.


[image: ]

[image: ]

Dean

I should have thought to get gas when I stopped at the convenience store before going to talk to Oliver, but I didn’t, and as we were driving along a stretch of road with no exits, Xavier’s eyes keep sliding over to the gas meter.

“It’s getting low,” he says.

“I know,” I say. “That’s going to be fine.”

“We’re going to run out of gas,” he says. “Do you have the emergency kit in your trunk?”

“Yes, I do, like I always do. But we’re not going to run out of gas.”

He’s quiet for a few more minutes, then looks over again. “We’re going to run out of gas,” he says. “Do you think a Good Samaritan will come by?”

“Xavier, it’s going to be fine. We are not going to run out of gas. And even if we did, we have roadside assistance. Somebody will come and help us. But we will make it to Echo Harbor.”

Even as I’m saying it, I keep glancing down at the gauge, hoping I’m right. I know that even if we did end up on the side of the road, all we would have to do is make a phone call, and the roadside assistance company would send somebody to bring us gas, and we’d be back up and running. But the last thing I want right at this moment is to end up running out of gas with Xavier.

We started to see signs for the exit to Echo Harbor when the low-fuel indicator light popped on, and I saw Xavier tighten up beside me. It’s like he thinks if he grips the edge of his seat hard enough and keeps all his muscles as tight as possible, it will somehow get the car further.

“We’re going to be fine,” I tell him again.

“I know,” he says, his voice slightly higher than usual. “I am perfectly calm and collected.”

We glide into the service station on fumes, but we make it. I go inside to pay for the gas, and as I’m walking out, I hear someone calling my name behind me. I turn around and see Kent following me out of the store. The mechanic I first encountered after my car broke down in front of the Davis house a few weeks ago looks cautious and almost hesitant, but he walks up to me.

“Hey,” he says.

“Hey, Kent,” I say. “How are you doing?”

He nods a bit too quickly, his eyes flashing around the parking lot, almost like he’s looking to see if anybody is paying attention to our conversation.

“Good, good, I’m fine.” He turns and meets my eyes. “Look, can we talk for a second?”

“I just need to go pump gas,” I say.

He follows behind me as we walk over to my car and I take the nozzle from the fuel pump. I notice Xavier watching us from inside. I gesture at him.

“That’s Xavier,” I say.

“Nice to meet you,” Kent says dismissively. “I was thinking about calling you, but then I decided that I shouldn’t do this over the phone. I’ve wanted to talk to you ever since everything happened. I just really need you to know that I didn’t know anything about Corey. I really didn’t. We were good friends, but I had no idea what he was doing, and I definitely didn’t know he had anything to do with Hayden’s murder or the fire at the park. If I had known that he asked me to help him with getting that car fixed because of what happened to that security guard, I wouldn’t have done it. I’d have called the police. I really need you to know that.”

The words tumble out of him in a long stream like he’s been holding them in for a long time.

“I didn’t think you had anything to do with it,” I tell him. “Trust me, I know how manipulative Corey and Claire are. They were able to fool the entire town. Carrying on with their normal life, including maintaining friendships with people, was part of how they were able to manipulate everybody and convince them that Hayden really had died in that drowning and they didn’t know what was behind the fire. I’m not blaming you. Again, I didn’t think you had anything to do with any of it.”

“But I helped him. I didn’t know I was helping him. But I did.”

“Exactly,” I say. “You didn’t know. You were just doing what you thought you needed to do for a friend. You’re a mechanic. He needed help getting a car fixed after what you probably thought was a perfectly normal accident. You’re not responsible for this, Kent. You didn’t help him while he was pretending to be Hayden. You didn’t help him commit the murder. You were just an unfortunate pawn in the entire thing. I know that. What matters is, you were willing to cooperate when the time came.”

Kent lets out a breath, looking relieved. “Thank you. I’m still trying to wrap my head around all of this. I can’t even believe what happened.”

“I don’t think anybody can,” I say. “And there’s still more coming to light. There are more questions, and I’m trying to find the answers.”

“If I can help you in any way, tell me. If there’s anything I can do…”

“I will,” I say. “Thank you.”

I take the nozzle out of the car and put it back in place on the pump.

“You know, it really is amazing what you can be led to believe when you trust somebody,” Kent says. “You think you really know them, but they’re able to convince you of anything. I thought I knew Corey. Now, all I can do is wonder what else I missed.” He backs up a few steps. “Thanks for talking to me. I’ll see you around.”

“See you around,” I say.

I get in the car and sit for a few seconds with my hands on the wheel, watching out of the windshield as Kent goes back inside.

“Who was that?” Xavier asks.

“That was Kent. He was a friend of Corey’s who helped him out and ended up helping me figure out what happened,” I say.

“What’s wrong?” Xavier asks.

“Nothing,” I say.

He follows my gaze through the windshield and then looks back at me.

“Then why aren’t we moving? There’s somebody sitting behind you waiting to get into this pump.”

“What do you think about going to the police station in Twilight Cove?” I ask.

“Do we have gas?” he asks.

“You literally just watched me pump it,” I say.

“But how much did you get? Did you get enough?”

“I filled the tank,” I say.

“Then let’s go,” he says.

“Kent just really got me thinking about Corey and Claire and Martha. What they might know…”

“Dean? There’s still somebody behind you.”

I pull out of the station and head for the police department. This time, Xavier comes with me to the back to meet with Detective Bronson.

“I know we spoke to Corey and the Davis family pretty extensively about everything that happened, but I feel like they might still know more. There are still so many questions that don’t have answers right now, and I just can’t truly believe that they don’t know something,” I tell him.

“What do you think they might know?” he asks.

“I don’t know. But we know that Martha killed Kieran Green because of what he was doing. She was afraid he was going to uncover the truth about Hayden Davis’s death as well as Garrett Sanger. But I think she might have known more than that. I just can’t accept that a content creator who was making videos about the park would be able to uncover something that convinced him the murders of Bess and Dahlia were linked and that they had something to do with the first fire at the park, but that Hayden’s wife was completely in the dark about it.”

“That does happen,” Xavier says. “We all want to believe that we would know if something like that was going on around us, but the reality is, that we are distractible, gullible creatures. We want to believe what we already know, and our minds will allow us to see whatever it takes in order to maintain that facade. Think about Gacy and his sister.”

“Gacy, like John Wayne?” Detective Bronson asks.

“Xavier has a fairly extensive and somewhat disturbing knowledge of serial killers,” I tell him.

“It’s not disturbing,” Xavier says. “Some people know a lot about birds. I know a lot about true crime… I also know a lot about birds. But the point is, that John Wayne Gacy’s sister, whom he was very close to, had no idea about his extracurricular activities. She believed he was one of the kindest and most loving people she had in her life. The same goes for his mother, who actually lived in the house where the murders were committed and where the bodies were hidden. Everybody thought that there was no way they couldn’t have some indication of what was going on, but they didn’t.”

“That’s true, but neither one of them was involved in any other types of crimes,” I point out. “Corey, Claire, and Martha all committed murder. They conspired against Hayden Davis because of his actions. They knew some of the things that he had done and for that reason, couldn’t stand living with him anymore. I just think that there’s more to what they knew about him than we have found out.”

“So what do you wanna do?” Detective Bronson asks.

“I want to talk to them again,” I say. “Can you arrange for visits?”

“I can see what I can do,” he says. “I know that Corey and Claire were both released on bail, but Martha is still being held.”

“How could they possibly have been released?” I ask.

“A lot of money and creative strategy by the lawyers. But Martha’s crime was so much more recent and brutal that they decided to keep her in custody until her trial. I’ll see if I can arrange for you to be able to talk to them.”

The door to the conference room opens, and an officer looks inside.

“Bronson, a call just came in to dispatch. A body was found up in the house on Moonlight Path.”

My heart jumps in my chest.

“Moonlight Path? That’s Heather’s house,” I say.

“Come on,” Bronson says.

We run out of the police station and get in Bronson’s car. He gets on the radio to find out more details.

“What’s happening?” he asks.

“The homeowner called to report that she came home and found a body in her living room,” a voice responds.

Relief washes over me when I realize that Heather is still safe. But curiosity and concern take over as I wonder who could be dead in her house and what happened to them.
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Heather is standing outside her house, her arms wrapped around herself, when we pull up into the driveway. The house looming behind her is huge and gorgeous. I can see why she would want to turn it into a bed-and-breakfast. People would flock to be able to stay somewhere so historic that puts them so close to the water. But even with the beautiful architecture and the incredible location, I can see the eerie qualities of the house. It truly does seem isolated from the rest of the island, making it the ideal backdrop for the mysterious events that have happened here—including the one unfolding now.

There are already several cars parked in front of the house and officers standing on the front porch and in the yard. One is beside Heather, talking to her as she stands with her back to the door. Bronson parks behind one of the squad cars, and I get out, rushing up to Heather.

She looks surprised and relieved to see me.

“Dean,” she says. “What are you doing here?”

“I was at the police station when the call came in. What’s going on? You found a body?”

She nods. “I went out this morning to get a few things that I needed for a project I was working on today. I’m still trying to move ahead with all of these renovations as much as I can on my own, and there were some things that I wasn’t able to find at the hardware store I went to yesterday. So, I went out to go to the other hardware store and ended up stopping by the library for a while. When I got everything from the store and came back, I went inside, and there he was.”

“Was there anything strange outside of the house?” I ask. “Was the door open?”

“No,” Heather tells me. “Everything was absolutely fine. I remember actually feeling relieved because I didn’t see anything. I unlocked the front door, so it was not open.”

“Has anybody gotten an ID on the body?” Bronson asks.

“Looks like Corbin Vining,” one of the officers says. “Gia recognized him.”

“Do you know Corbin Vining?” I ask Heather.

“No. I’ve never heard the name, and I have never seen that man.” She shudders. “Now I don’t know if I will ever not see him.”

“I’m going inside to look at the body,” Bronson says.

“I’m gonna come with you,” I say. “X, stay here with Heather.”

Xavier steps up beside Heather. “Would you like me to tell you a story?”

“Okay.”

“There is someone in my life named Cupcake. Recently, her sister got engaged…”

I leave Xavier to distract Heather with what will inevitably be a long and winding story about the wedding. That’s exactly what she needs right now. She needs to think about anything but what she found inside her house. Bronson and I walk up to the front porch, and the officer standing outside the door steps aside to let us through.

It’s easy to see how she wouldn’t have noticed the body immediately. The front door opens to a large entryway with a grand staircase ahead. Rooms to either side are set back so they are at once welcoming and unobtrusive. It’s inside one of those rooms that I see the man sprawled on the ground. An officer stands on either side, careful not to touch anything. Bronson and I walk into the room, and I scan the scene.

Corbin Vining is lying nearly on his back, but his legs are bent slightly under him and to the side. His arms are stretched down beside him and a gun rests in one hand. The wound to the side of his head is catastrophic, obviously the result of a close-contact gunshot. Enough of his face survived the wound for someone who is very familiar with him to be able to recognize him, but the damage is extensive. The nearby couch and lamp shade are spattered with blood. I immediately make a note to myself to look for a crime scene remediation team in the area to come in and handle this for Heather. She shouldn’t have to come back into a house that looks like this and have to clean it up.

“There’s a note,” one of the officers says, gesturing at the side table where the bloodied lamp is sitting.

Bronson and I walk over to the table and see a single sheet of white paper. The message is typed:

I just can’t handle this. I’m sorry for what I’ve done. It wasn’t supposed to work out this way. I can’t go on knowing I have no future. She took it from me. I took it from myself.

A large letter C is scrawled beneath the message. The note is vague. It doesn’t really give any clear indication of what his motives were or what was going through his mind in the moments before his death. And I have no idea who ‘she’ was that supposedly took his future away. But that isn’t really what’s concerning me right now.

“How did he get in here?” I ask. “Heather says that she had to unlock her front door in order to come in. And she just replaced all of the locks, so it’s not like he could have somehow had a key to get in.”

Without a word, Brunson walks out of the room, and I follow him. He seems to be somewhat familiar with the layout of the house, and he walks toward a side door at the end of the hallway. He tries it, and it doesn’t budge. We move on to the kitchen and try the door there. That one is also locked. But when we get to a door leading out to a small screened porch, it opens. Going through the door, we find the storm door unlatched.

“He must have come in through here,” Bronson says.

We go back outside to Heather. She’s listening with rapt attention to Xavier, and I almost feel bad stopping him. But we need to find out what happened here.

“The back door is unlocked,” Bronson tells her. “That must be how Corbin got inside.”

Heather gets a confused look on her face and shakes her head. “No, the back door couldn’t have been unlocked.”

“It was the door to the screen porch,” I tell her. “And the door leading outside is unlatched. Anybody would have been able to just go through and into the house.”

“No,” she says again. “That isn’t possible. I never use that door. The last time I touched it was to replace the lock. And I made sure that it was locked as soon as I was finished. The screen door may have been unlatched because I haven’t been out on that porch, but maybe once, that door was absolutely locked.”

“Could he have forced his way in?” I ask.

Rather than going back through the house, we walk around the side to the screen porch and examine the outside of the lock. There’s no sign of any tampering. No scratches or chip marks that might have been there if someone were trying to pick the lock or force it open in some way.

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Heather says. “There are only two keys to that lock. One of them is on my key chain. And the other one is inside the house in a drawer.”

“What drawer?” I ask.

“In the kitchen to the left of the sink. Bottom drawer. The key should be under the stack of manuals to the appliances.”

“I’m gonna go check,” I tell the detective. “I’ll be right back.”

I go through the door into the house and pass into the kitchen. I open the drawer she indicated and lift up the stack of manuals for the kitchen appliances. There are several keys sitting at the bottom of the drawer. Tiny labels have been attached to each of their rings, indicating which door they belong to. I find the one to the screen porch door but don’t touch it.

“Did you find it?” Heather asks when I walk back out onto the porch.

“I did,” I say. “It was right there where she said it was.”

“Has anybody else been in the house?” Bronson asks. “Have you invited anybody over or had movers or people setting up utilities? Is there anybody who might have been able to get that key?”

“No,” Heather says. “I just changed those locks. Nobody else has been in the house. That key has been sitting in that drawer since I put the lock on the door. There aren’t any other keys.”

“Then you must have left it unlocked,” Bronson tells her. “I know you don’t think that you did, but he got into the house. And, there is no sign of the lock being tampered with, which means that it must have been unlocked. This seems like a pretty straightforward case of suicide.”

“Straightforward?” Heather asks, sounding stunned. “How could you possibly say that this man, whom I have never met and have absolutely nothing to do with, comes into my house somehow and shoots himself in my living room? Why would he do that?”

“That’s not something I can answer,” the detective tells her. “But he left a note, and the gun is in his hand. Unfortunately, when people are on the brink and have made the decision that they are going to end their lives, their thoughts don’t usually make any sense. They make decisions based on what they are feeling, and we don’t always get to understand it. I am going to ask you to come down to the station with me so that we can talk through the whole thing again and get your formal statement. Would that be okay?”

Heather looks at me. “As long as Dean can come with me.”

I’m not sure why she’s asking that I accompany her to the station, but I don’t question it. “I’ll go,” I say.

“Fine,” the detective says. “The crime scene investigation team will come and photograph the body and the scene. We will make sure that it is removed as soon as possible.”

“I’m going to find somebody to clean up the scene,” I tell her. “I don’t want you to have to do that on your own.”

“What do I do until then?” she asks. “Am I supposed to just come home and ignore that room until somebody can clean it?”

“Honestly, I would suggest that you stay in the hotel for a couple of days,” I say. “It will give the team a chance to come in here and clean everything, and you can also get a break from the atmosphere.”

She lets out a shaky breath. “Fine. I’m going to have to pack some stuff. I’ll go up the back staircase.”

She heads inside, and I look at Detective Bronson.

“Do you have any idea why this guy would be in Heather’s house?” I ask.

“No clue,” he says. “I don’t really know Corbin. I’ve met him a couple of times, but we are not close or anything. I’m going to have to call his wife and notify her. Just meet me back outside when Heather is ready.”

“This is really strange,” I say to Xavier when we’re alone. “There was definitely a note. I read it. But it was really vague. And it didn’t give any explanation as to why he would want to come here to kill himself. Could there seriously just be something about this house?”
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Heather comes back outside with a large duffel bag and her pillow. We go out and walk around to the front of the house. Detective Bronson is leaning against the side of his car, waiting while Heather gets into her car. I climb in with him, and she follows us to the station.

“Were you able to get in touch with Corbin’s wife?” I ask.

“Yeah, I just spoke with her. I asked her to come to the station. I just told her that I needed to talk to her. I’m going to have the chaplain with me while I make the notification. Hopefully, that will make it a little bit easier for her.”

I can understand this sentiment, and I am sure that over time, Corbin’s widow will appreciate the gesture, but I don’t know if it is really the right thing to think that anything would make notification of her husband’s suicide easier for her. It might give her something to cling to and help her through the first moments of shock and horror, but nothing could make that news palatable.

We get to the station and go inside.

“I’m going to have you talk with Detective Morrissey,” Bronson tells Heather. “We just want to get all the details of everything that happened so we can be sure we have your statement.”

We go into a small room, and he shuts the door behind us. Heather looks around and wraps her arms around herself again, rubbing at them like she’s cold.

“They don’t go out of their way to make this place welcoming, do they?” she asks.

“At least they don’t have you in one of the interrogation rooms,” I point out. “Those are worse.”

“Well, I feel like I am. Why do they need to get a formal statement from me? I already told them everything.”

“It’s just part of it,” I say. “When there is a death, there are protocols that have to be followed. Especially when it is something as unusual as this, all they want to do is get any information you might have. Just answer their questions the best you can. Don’t worry, you’re not going to be here long.”

“I hope not,” she says.

The door opens, and another detective comes in. He has a notepad and pen with him, and he sets him down on the table as he takes the seat across from Heather. I sit beside Xavier on the other side of the room. Even though she wants me here with her, I’m not really a part of this conversation. I don’t know what happened and can’t answer any of the questions.

“Ms. Mullins, I’m Detective Morrissey,” the detective says. “Detective Bronson asked me to come in here and talk to you about what happened this afternoon.”

“All right,” Heather says.

“I’m going to start right off the bat and ask you if you have any knowledge of what happened.”

“Any knowledge?” Heather asks. “What do you mean?”

“Were you aware of the death before you got home? Do you have any idea why the victim killed himself over why he chose to be in your house?” he asks.

“No,” she says. “No to all of those.”

“Do you know or have you ever met the deceased, Corbin Vining?”

“No. I’ve only been in Twilight Cove for a few days, and I haven’t really met many people. I never met him.”

“You’ve never had any contact with him?”

“No,” she insists.

“Tell me everything that you did today,” the detective says.

“I got up early this morning and did some cleaning around the house. Then, I decided that I wanted to work on one of the projects that I’ve set up for myself. There are some built-in shelves in one of the upstairs rooms that look like they’ve been damaged, so I wanted to repair them. I had already been to the hardware store on Main Street and hadn’t been able to find the tools that I needed, and I found out that there was a larger hardware store further on the island, so I decided to go to that. Along the way, I stopped at the library and did some research,” she says.

“What were you researching?” he asks.

Heather looks slightly resistant to the question and glances back at me, but I give a slight nod to encourage her. I know this is uncomfortable for her, but it’s important that she tells them everything they want to know.

“I was researching my house,” she says. “I inherited it from my grandmother, and I don’t really know much about it. I’ve heard some stories, and I wanted to look into them to see how much of it was true. I’m interested in the history of the building.”

“You mentioned you are doing a lot of work around the house. I take it that means you are planning on staying in Twilight Cove?”

“Yes,” Heather says. “I am planning on turning the house into a bed-and-breakfast. That’s part of why I want to know as much about it as I can. I want to be able to advertise the history of the house accurately.” She takes a little bit of a breath like she is preparing herself for what she’s going to say next. “And there have been a couple of strange things that have been happening around the house since I moved in. I thought maybe knowing more about the house would help me understand them better.”

Detective Morrissey looks up at her from the notes he’s taking. “What do you mean strange things?”

She tells him about the odd events at the house.

“Did you bring these to anybody’s attention?” he asks.

I see Heather’s jaw tighten, and she looks like she’s trying to control her emotions.

“Yes. I called the police and had them come out. Then I came in and spoke to them again. I was essentially told I was misinterpreting things and that I needed to not worry so much about it,” she tells him.

“And what did you find out when you were doing your research at the library?” he asks.

“I really don’t know what this has to do with the man killing himself in my living room,” Heather says.

“Obviously, you thought there was something important you needed to know about your house and that it was influencing these strange activities. So what did you find out?” he asks.

“I found out about the Hughes family and about a man who moved into the house later and was found dead,” she says.

“Did that mean anything to you?” he asks.

“What is that supposed to mean?” she asks.

“I’m just trying to figure out exactly what you were thinking and what your thoughts are on this whole situation,” he says.

“Really? Because it sounds like you’re trying to imply that I’m crazy. Or that maybe I had something to do with this,” she says.

“Heather, calm down,” I say. I look at the detective. “Why don’t you move on?”

“All right, so you went to the library,” he says. “What happened after that?”

“I went to the hardware store and got the things that I needed. Then I went back to the house. I unlocked the door and went inside. I put my bags down. Then I noticed something out of the corner of my eye, and when I looked, it was the body.”

“You could tell that he was dead?”

“The man was missing part of his face and skull. Yes, I could tell he was dead,” Heather says.

“Did you get close to the body?” he asks.

“No. I immediately went back outside and called the police.”

“All right.” Detective Morrissey looks over at me. “Dean Steele?”

“Yes,” I say.

“You’re the private investigator who has been working cases in town,” he says.

“I am.”

“What do you have to do with this?” he asks.

“I don’t have anything to do with it,” I say. “I met Heather a couple of days ago through a mutual friend. I happened to be at the station this afternoon talking to Detective Branson about another case I am investigating. I heard the call come in about the body found on Moonlight Path and recognized Heather’s address. I decided to go with the detective to find out what was happening.”

“And do you know the deceased?”

“No, I never had any occasion to meet him,” I say.

“Did you see the body?”

“Yes,” I say. “I went inside and saw the scene.”

“Did you read the note?”

“Yes.”

“Could you make any sense of it?”

“No, not really. It wasn’t detailed. It seems pretty generic, to be honest.”

“Any idea who ‘she’ is?” he asked. “She took it from me.”

“No clue.”

“Okay, I think that is everything. Thank you for talking with me. I’ll let you know if I need anything else,” the detective says, standing and heading for the door.

“Does that mean we can go?” Heather asks.

“Yeah,” I say. “We can go.”

We walk out of the room and are partway down the hallway when I hear a strained voice behind us.

“Is that her?”

We turn around, and I see a woman storming toward us. Her brown hair hangs around her face, framing wide, tear-filled eyes. Makeup streaked down her cheeks adds to her desperate, frantic appearance.

“Amelia,” Bronson says, coming down the hallway after her.

“It’s you, isn’t it?” the woman the detective called Amelia demands, looking right at Heather.

“What are you talking about?” Heather asks. “Who are you?”

“This is Amelia Vining,” Detective Bronson says, catching up with us.

“Does that name sound familiar?” Amelia asks, her eyes still locked fiercely on Heather. “I’m Corbin’s wife. My husband died because of you.”

Heather looks startled and takes a step back, her mouth opening but with no sound coming out. Detective Bronson takes Amelia by her shoulders and tries to guide her away from us.

“Come on,” he says. “I’ll get you home.”

“No,” she says. “She needs to hear this.”

“I didn’t do anything to your husband,” Heather says. “I didn’t even know him.”

“No, you didn’t,” Amelia says. “You never met him. So you don’t know what an incredible man he was. How smart. How passionate. How hard he worked. One of the things in his life that he was most passionate about was history. He absolutely loved the house on Moonlight Path. He talked about it all the time. Ever since he was a little boy, he has been fascinated by that house and everything he has heard about it.

“He dreamed of one day buying it and restoring it. He hated how much it had been neglected and that no one got to truly enjoy it. He worked for years, learning how to renovate and restore historical properties. Everything he did was so that one day, he could buy that house. And then you came along. For years, that place sat empty with nobody coming to it. When it went on sale, Corbin scrambled to try to figure out how he could buy it, but before he could, it was yanked back off the market.

“Then you showed up, and people all around town are talking about you changing it. Corbin couldn’t handle it. It was just too much of a blow for him to see the biggest dream of his life torn away from him for good. That’s why he killed himself. He went to the house that meant everything to him so he could see it one last time, and shot himself because he couldn’t cope with the pain and disappointment anymore.”

Bronson squeezes her shoulders again and pulls her away, this time more firmly moving her away from us.

“Amelia, you need to go home. You need to rest,” he says.

“This isn’t my fault,” Heather says.

“He never would have done it if you hadn’t decided to keep that house,” Amelia says.

Bronson gets the distraught widow out of the hallway, and Heather gasps like she’s trying to pull in a breath.

“She can’t be serious,” she says. “She can’t be blaming me for this.”

“I’m sorry you had to listen to that,” I say. “It’s not any real comfort, but people don’t really know how to act when they are confronted with this kind of tragedy. It’s not something you know how to prepare for. She’s just lashing out at the only thing she can think of to blame. Come on. Let’s get you out of here. We’ll get you settled into the hotel and then get something to eat.”

Heather shakes her head as we walk out of the police station. “I’m not hungry,” she says.

“All right. Well then, we’ll get you settled into the hotel, and you can come with us while Xavier and I eat. You shouldn’t be alone right now. At least for a little while, so the shock can wear off.” I tell her, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. “Do you have everything you need?”

She nods. “Yeah, I guess.”

The manager of the hotel is able to arrange for Heather to have a room on the same hallway as Xavier and me. She goes to her room to drop off her bags and change before we meet up again. I drive to a nearby Indian restaurant I always eat at a couple of times when I’m in town, and we get a table. The waiter brings us water and menus, and Xavier and I immediately start looking over the options. Heather swirls her straw around in her glass, making the ice cubes clink together as she watches them.

“Are you all right?’ I ask.

What she went through today was an intense shock. I don’t know her well enough at this point to know if she’s ever witnessed a death like this, but I figure it’s unlikely. And with the circumstances, it’s difficult to fathom how they react. She’s still processing it all, but I want to make sure that she’s coping. Seeing something like that can be scarring, and I don’t want it to overwhelm her if I can offer my support.

“It doesn’t make sense,” she says.

“I know. Death, especially suicide, can feel like that.”

“No,” Heather says. “I mean what Amelia said. Blaming me because I’m the one who inherited the house and decided to stay rather than sell it is whatever. People have snap reactions to things, and like you said, it’s easy to spew blame on whoever is closest. I mean her reasoning. She thinks that her husband was so devastated that he wasn’t going to be able to buy a house that he wanted to renovate to preserve it for historic reasons—even though it was being renovated and preserved—that he broke into said house and killed himself over it? No.” She shakes her head. “No, I just don’t buy it. That’s not a reason for someone to kill themselves. And if that was the reason behind it, then it would have said that in his note. Am I the person he’s supposedly blaming for… what did you say, taking away his future?”

“Maybe,” I say. “Which could be talking about the house. He thought he was going to buy it one day and fix it up, but you staying and starting the B-and-B ended that. Not that I’m blaming you. I’m just saying, that’s what it could have meant.”

“I don’t think so. If he was so set on buying the house and it was tormenting him that much, why didn’t he say anything to me about it? He never approached me. He never tried to make any contact with me. I’d think that if he was so wrapped up in the idea of buying the house that he was willing to kill himself over it, he would have gone to whatever lengths he needed to in order to try to make that happen. I’m completely new to town. I don’t have any roots here or any kind of tight ties to the community. He could easily have approached me, explained his fascination with the house, and tried to convince me that I should let him buy it,” she says.

“Maybe he just figured it wasn’t going to work, I say.

“So instead of even trying, he just went straight to killing himself? I just think there’s something else going on,” she says.
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I’m woken up the next morning by the sound of my phone ringing. I reach over to where it’s sitting on the nightstand and squint at the screen. I assume it’s either Xavier or Emma, but instead, I see Detective Bronson’s name. Flipping on the lamp and pulling myself up to sit, I answer as I rub the sleep out of my eyes.

“Hello?”

“You don’t sound great. Are you feeling okay?” he asks.

“Yeah, I’m fine. I just had a really hard time falling asleep last night. I just crashed out a couple of hours ago,” I tell him.

“I’m sorry. Do you want to go back to sleep?” he asks.

“No, I’m fine. What do you need?”

I get out of bed and walk over to the heavy dark curtains hanging over the window. I use the plastic wand hanging down by the side to open them, letting hazy sunlight in.

“I just wanted you to know that I got in touch with Corey and Claire, and the facility where Martha is being kept. Corey and Claire aren’t exactly thrilled at the prospect of talking to you, which is probably understandable, considering. But I convinced them that it would be in their best interest to have a sit-down with you. Part of the terms of their release was that they weren’t able to live together, so Claire stays at the Davis house, and Corey gets an apartment. But they are going to meet you at the Davis house in about an hour if that works for you.”

“Yeah, that sounds fine. I can get ready and get there at that time. What about Martha?”

“I still have to get final approval, but it looks like you’re going to be able to go talk to her later this afternoon. I want you to keep in mind that I can’t guarantee any of them are going to actually tell you anything. Their cases are still underway, and they are probably distinctly aware that anything they tell you will make its way back to the prosecution. They might be willing to answer your questions, but don’t be surprised if they just shut you out,” Bronson says.

“I get it,” I say. “Fortunately, what I want to talk to them about doesn’t have anything to do with them committing any other crimes. Hopefully, that will convince them to be open with me. Besides, they might be able to give me some information that will help them to look even more sympathetic to a jury.”

“Are you saying that you hope they’re able to get off?” the detective asks.

“Of course not,” I say. “Nothing is going to change that they committed multiple murders. Regardless of the motivation behind them getting rid of Hayden, they killed an innocent man to cover it up and then another to stop it from being found out. They don’t deserve to be let off in any way. But that doesn’t stop people from hoping that they aren’t going to face the most serious consequences. They’re probably looking for anything that could support their story and give them the possibility of parole at some point.”

“That’s true,” Bronson says.

“Is the investigation done at Heather’s house?” I ask.

“Yeah, the team got everything they needed, and his body has been transferred over to the medical examiner.”

“All right, I found a crime scene cleanup team last night, and I just want to get them in there so it can get cleaned up for her. I just wanted to make sure that the scene had been released and it wouldn’t cause any complications or problems for the investigation if it was cleaned,” I say.

“I don’t see what kind of complication it could cause,” Bronson says. “The man committed suicide. It’s odd that he decided to do it where he did, but you heard Amelia.”

“I did,” I say. “But do you think that’s weird at all? Someone killing themselves over not being able to buy a house that they wanted to renovate?”

“I think it’s weird that anybody would kill themselves,” he says. “Not to sound like an insensitive prick or anything. But I guess she’s the one who knew him best. And if that was what drove him to it, I guess I can understand him wanting to go inside the house. One last goodbye.”

“See, you say that. And Amelia acted like he knew the place well. Would there have been a reason he would have been inside? Did he view it when it was on the market or something?” I ask.

“I don’t know.”

“Interesting. Anyway, I’ll go ahead and get the team in to clean up. I’m gonna go so I can get to the Davis house. I’ll let you know if I find out anything,” I say.

“Talk to you later,” he says.

I hang up and jump in a five-minute shower. When I come out of the bathroom, Xavier is sitting on the bed, stitching again.

“You slept in,” he says.

“I barely slept at all,” I say. “I just tossed and turned pretty much all night. The sun was starting to come up by the time I actually fell asleep. Have you talked to Heather this morning?”

“She was in the breakfast room when I went down to get a bagel,” he says. “She was looking at something on her computer, so I didn’t really stop and talk to her. I waved at her though.”

“All right, I’ll stop by her room on my way out to make sure she’s okay and doesn’t need anything. Detective Bronson set up a meeting with Corey and Claire at the Davis house in Echo Harbor. I’m going to go and talk to them about the murders of the two women and the possibility that it was linked to the first fire. Do you want to come with me or stay here?”

“I’ll go,” he says. “I didn’t really get much of a chance to get to know them before.”

“We’re not going for a visit,” I say. “These are accused murderers on house arrest pending trial. We are going to question them about other murders.”

“We are still talking to them,” Xavier says.

“Yes, we are,” I say. “You ready to go?”
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It’s somewhat strange pulling up to the Davis house again. I came here several times during my last investigation to talk to the daughter and widow of Hayden Davis. They seemed nothing short of tragic figures when I first met them. As far as I knew, they were still grappling with the sudden and unexpected death of the patriarch of the family after suffering the traumatizing loss of the theme park they had run for years. As I peeled back the layers of everything they went through, I discovered that they were, in fact, tragic figures. Just not exactly in the way I thought.

I take the notes I brought along with me and go up to the front door. I ring the bell and turn to look behind me just as Abigail Murphy walks by with her dog. She meets my eyes, but we don’t say anything, and she walks on.

“Do you know her?” Xavier asks, watching Abigail continue down the sidewalk at a slightly faster clip.

“No. I talked to her the first time I came here to talk to Claire and Martha. She told me that she had seen Hayden a few times since the family moved in here and that he was extremely reclusive and didn’t ever socialize. Now she knows she was actually seeing Corey dressed up to look like Hayden and that she was an unwitting pawn to their entire ploy. That’s what they were banking on. They wanted people to see him in the costume and think that he was the eccentric showman who sank into obscurity after all the backlash following the death of the park worker. And it worked.”

“Hello, Mr. Steele.”

I didn’t even hear the door open behind us, but Claire greeting me makes the hair on the back of my neck stand up. Xavier and I turn around to face her. She’s a couple of steps back from the door, the heavy, black monitor visible on her ankle. She looks very different from the put-together woman I first encountered. In a pair of black leggings, thick white socks, and an oversized hoodie with her hair coiled up in a messy bun, she looks tired and defeated. There’s no warmth in her eyes as she looks at us. It’s not lost on me how strange this situation is. I am the one responsible for her being arrested and charged with the horrific crimes. And yet here I am to ask for her help.

“Hi, Claire,” I say. “Can we come in?”

She sweeps her hand toward the house, and Xavier and I step in. The house smells strongly of apples and cinnamon.

“Corey is in the kitchen making tea. Do you want some?” she asks.

The hospitality feels a little odd, but I accept it.

“That sounds good. Thanks,” I say.

“Me too, thank you,” Xavier says.

Claire leads us to the same living room where I sat with them weeks ago, and Xavier and I sit down. She goes into the kitchen and, a few moments later, comes back with Corey. She’s carrying several cups, and he has a tray with a teapot and a bottle of honey. A slightly uncomfortable silence falls over us as we pour our tea and settle in. Corey and Claire sit close together, their thighs against each other. I can only imagine how sharply aware they are of the fact that their days having the opportunity to be together are numbered.

Once their trials start, it’s most likely they won’t ever be in the same room together again. Despite everything, there is a level of sadness to that. These are two people who love each other. They came together under strained circumstances, and the entire situation spiraled out of control before they could do anything about it. They’d made a horrifically bad decision, and it has cost them the life they could have had together.

“Thank you for letting us come over and talk to you,” I say. “I’m sure I’m not someone that you are eager to spend time with.”

“It is what it is,” Corey says. “I think both of us have kind of come to terms with the fact that this was inevitable. We weren’t going to get away with it. At some point, somebody was going to figure out the truth. It just happened to have been you.”

“Well, since you say that, you should know I don’t think I have figured out the whole truth. In fact, I know I haven’t. That’s why I came to talk to you.”

“We told you everything,” Claire says. “My mother admitted to what she did. You know what my father put us through and what led to us doing this.”

“That’s not what I’m talking about,” I say. “I’m not here to accuse you of anything else. I’m here to ask for your help. I know that sounds crazy, but I think it’s possible you or your mother might know something that could bring some answers that are a long time coming.”

“About what?” Corey asks.

“Kieran Green went into the park the night that your mother killed him because he was trying to get to the bottom of the strange things that were happening there. But it wasn’t just the lights being seen and the games turning on. Kevin Kingsley did a good job of drawing attention to the park and getting people talking about it again, but Kieran had been looking into the park for a long time. And he believed that there was a lot more to what happened in and around it than anyone knew,” I say.

“What are you talking about?” Claire asks.

“When we were watching his videos, he mentioned the killer who had been operating around the park. He specifically said that dark things had been linked to Wonderland and to your family for a long time and that he was going to be revealing all of it. I did some digging and found out about the murders of two women in the vicinity of the park. Twenty years before Kieran’s death, a teenager named Bess Sims was taking a trip with her friends. They stayed at the campground next to the park and were planning on spending the day at Wonderland the day after they arrived. She went to bed, and the next morning, her friends found her dead in her tent. There was never any explanation. The second one, you probably remember. Dahlia Faison,” I say.

Claire’s body straightens, her spine going stiff and her shoulders tightening. It’s obvious that hearing the name has an effect on her.

Corey notices it too and reaches over to take her hand. “What is it?” he asks. “Who’s that?”

“The winter after our first season owning Wonderland, she was found stabbed to death just outside the front gates. Nobody was at the park when she was killed. For a while, the news covering it kept saying that she ran to the park to find help, but no one was there. Of course, that sounded terrible, and it was making some pretty bad press for the park. Even though we weren’t open there would have been no reason for anybody to be there in December when it was too cold to work on any of the projects. My father ended up going to the media and convincing them not to say that anymore.”

“And they never found out who killed her?” Corey asks.

“No,” Claire says. “I want to say they suspected her boyfriend for a while.”

“They ruled him out,” I say.

“What do either of those murders have to do with us?” Corey asks.

“Not you,” I say. “But I am trying to figure out what they have to do with each other. And why would Kieran think that they could be linked to the first fire that happened at the park?”

Claire’s eyes narrow slightly. Her head gives an almost imperceptible tilt to the side. “The fire? He thought that those murders had something to do with the fire at the park?”

“I don’t understand. What could the deaths of two women ten years apart have anything to do with a fire breaking out at the theme park?” Corey asks.

“That’s the thing,” I say. “That fire didn’t just break out. There are some theories that it could have been accidental, but there was never anything to show that there was a problem with the wiring, a lightning strike, a faulty stove or fryer, or anything like that. It’s far more likely that that fire was a result of arson. That’s why people theorized that it was the Sanger family. But Kieran must have found something that made him think that the deaths of those two women were connected not just to each other but also to the park. That’s why I came to talk to you. I need to ask if there is anything you know about those two women or about the fire that you haven’t said.”

“All of that happened well before I was anywhere near the park,” Corey points out. “I didn’t come with the crew to work on that ride until after the fire.”

“I don’t know anything about the fire,” Claire says. “It’s the same as when it happened and I spoke to the investigators then. I don’t know how it started or why. And I definitely don’t know anything about those murders. It was horrifying when that woman was found outside of the park. I remember being so scared. It was just so close.”

“Did you know that Dahlia Faison was in the advertising for the park before it opened?” I ask.

“No,” Claire says, looking surprised.

“I think it was mentioned in the news reports about her death,” I say.

“I did everything I could to avoid watching any of the coverage,” she says. “I only heard what they were saying about nobody being at the park to help her through my father. I didn’t want to see it. She was in the advertising?”

“Yes,” I say. I take out my phone and pull up the image of the scanned advertising flier. “That’s her on the carousel. There’s another one that has her in the background playing a game at the arcade.”

Claire touches the edge of the phone, staring at the screen with her mouth slightly open.

“That means she was at the park. I would have interacted with her. I was there when they did those shoots for the advertising campaign. I’m actually in a couple of those pictures. I might have talked to her. I had no idea.”

Her eyes widen, and her fingers fall away from the edge of the phone.

“Babe?” Corey says. “What is it?”

“What’s wrong?” I ask.

“My father chose every person who was in the advertising,” she says. “The night the police say she was killed, the park wasn’t supposed to be unattended. It was the offseason, and the construction on the new areas for the upcoming season was on a break because of the weather, but it wasn’t supposed to be empty. Security should have been there. But my father gave the whole team a week off with pay as what he called an early Christmas gift.”

“I know your father put you and your mother through a lot. I’m not asking you to rehash any of it. But I am asking if you think he would be capable of something like this,” I say.

“I think he would have been more than capable of it,” Claire says. “People think we did what we did just because we didn’t want to be a part of the theme park anymore or we wanted to get away from him. I was mad that he didn’t approve of the relationship with Corey. They don’t understand. Hayden Davis was evil. I wouldn’t be surprised to hear he did terrible things no one has ever linked to him. We did what we did to save ourselves. But we did it to save other people, too.”
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Claire’s words are still settling in when I get another phone call from Detective Bronson.

“Hey, how did it go with Claire and Corey?” he asks.

“I’m actually still here,” I say.

“Well, you’re going to have to cut it short. I just heard from the facility where they are holding Martha Davis, and they’ve moved up her availability for a visit. If you want to be able to talk to her, you need to get to her within the next hour and a half, and the facility is about forty-five minutes to an hour away.”

“Damn. All right, I will get there. Let them know I am on my way,” I say. I go back into the living room. “I would really like to stay here and talk to you about this more, but that call just now came from the detective. I am being granted access to your mother, but I have to get to the facility in a very short time window, so we need to get going.”

“You’re going to get to see Mom?” Claire asks.

“Yes,” I say. “I want to talk to her about the same things. But it’s more difficult with her being held without bond. I was able to get this special permission, but it’s only going to last for a little while, so I need to go.”

“Will you tell her that we’re thinking about her? That I love her and I hope she’s doing all right. Tell her to be strong,” Claire says.

I feel very strange agreeing to bring those messages to Martha. It has not left my mind that these are not falsely accused people. Claire is asking me to send a message of love and strength to a woman who is being held in custody because she is directly connected to three murders and could be considered an accomplice to a fourth. But she is also Claire’s mother. They suffered through horrendous things together, and that bond won’t be broken.

“If I need to talk to you again, can I come back?” I ask.

“Yes,” Claire says.

“Thank you. Come on, X.”

I notice a text message from Detective Bronson when I get in the car. It gives me the name and address of the facility where Martha is being held. They don’t have her in a traditional jail. Because of her fragile health, she is in a contained secure medical facility adjacent to a jail campus. As we drive toward it, I wish I had gotten more notice of being able to go talk to her so that I would have had time to bring Xavier back to the hotel. This facility is very similar to the one where he’d been held pending his retrial when Emma met him. I don’t know how he’s going to react to being somewhere with those memories.

But then I think about him willingly entering the prison to help uncover how Jonah was able to escape. The eight years he spent trapped behind those bars were nothing short of torment for him. Yet he not only handled himself in that environment, but he also got Emma the information she needed and made a lasting impression on the inmates he was alongside. For what is far from the first time and what I know isn’t even close to the last, I am reminded not to underestimate Xavier and his strength.

We pull up to the facility and see a guardhouse blocking access to the parking lot. This time, there is a guard inside, and he steps out, ducking his head down to look in at us.

“Name?” he asks.

“Dean Steele,” I say. “This is Xavier Renton.”

The guard looks down at a list of names he’s holding and uses a vibrant yellow highlighter to cross our names off it. He steps back into the guardhouse and hits a button that triggers the gate in front of us to slide open.

“Go ahead. Follow the signs to the visitors’ lot. Put this in your windshield where it will be visible,” he says.

He hands me a piece of cardstock with the date, our names, and another name written in bold black across it. I take the paper and drive forward through the gate. I come up on a tall sign with several listings and arrows pointing out where to go to visit different departments and locations on the shared campus. Finding the one for the visitor lot, I follow the guard’s instructions and turn. I have to follow two more signs to get to the correct lot, but I soon find a spot near the center of the lot and slide the paper into place on the windshield. It’s not a protocol I’ve had to follow when visiting other facilities. I can only imagine the purpose is to keep track of everyone who enters the property and where they are going so if something happens, it’s easier to account for each person.

I take note of the name listed along with ours, and we head through a set of sliding doors to a small vestibule. Here, the matching doors in front of us remain closed.

“Name?” a voice asks through an unseen intercom.

Xavier looks around, his eyes sliding upward.

“Dean Steele,” I say.

“Xavier Renton.”

“Come through.”

There’s a click, and the doors slide open. We walk through into a lobby where two women sit behind a curved desk that reminds me of an emergency room. The primary difference is the plates of bulletproof glass going from the top of the counter to the ceiling. I walk up to the sliding window in front of one of the women and take out my identification to show her.

“Dean Steele,” I say. “Phyllis Ronstadt is expecting me.”

“Just one second,” the woman says and slides the window closed again. She picks up the receiver of a phone beside her and presses a button. I hear her repeat my name through the line, and then she nods.

“You can have a seat, she will be with you in just a couple of minutes.”

“Thank you,” I say.

Xavier and I go over to a collection of chairs along the wall and sit down. He drums his fingers on the arms of the chair, glancing around like he’s trying to find something for his eyes to settle on.

“You doing okay?” I ask.

“I’m okay,” he says. “You know, when I was in the facility near Harlan, I only got to see the receiving area like this once. But it looked a lot like this. I remember thinking how intensely messed up it was.”

“Why do you say that?” I ask.

“Everything is nice. The soft colors. The cushions on the chairs. The random art on the walls that I still cannot truly imagine anyone creating on purpose. They make these spaces for the comfort and reassurance of the people who are coming through. They want them to have this as their first impression of the facility. For them to feel welcome and at ease. They don’t want them thinking about the reality of where they really are. You’re not supposed to be thinking about the alarms and the locks or the restraints. It’s a silver tea set in a funeral home.”

I don’t know what he means, and yet somehow, the words sit like rocks in my gut.

We sit in silence until the door separating the waiting area from the rest of the facility opens and a woman in a charcoal suit walks out.

“Mr. Steele,” she says, reaching out to shake my hand.

I stand. “Dean.”

“I’m Phyllis.”

“This is Xavier,” I say.

She extends her hand to him, but he looks at it and doesn’t react. Her hand lowers.

“If you’ll come with me, I have Martha Davis waiting for you.”

We walk up to the same door she came out of, and she puts a code into the keypad beside the door. It clicks, and she opens it. We walk down a brightly lit hallway past several closed doors. This is not the area of the building that actually houses the inmates. Phyllis leads us into a conference room where Martha is sitting at a table, her handcuffed hands clasped in front of her and her head hanging down. She looks smaller and older than the last time I saw her, the pink uniform she’s wearing seeming to engulf her.

“Hello, Martha,” I say, stepping up to the table and sitting down across from her.

There’s a slight knock at the door, and I look up to see a uniformed officer standing there. Phyllis walks over and trades places with him, allowing him into the room as she steps out into the hallway.

“Officer Bartholomew will be staying in the room with you while you talk,” she says.

She walks out of the room, and when she’s gone, Martha lifts her head to look at me.

“Claire and Corey say hello,” I say. “Claire wants you to know that she loves you and that she wants you to be strong.”

This makes her eyes light up.

“You’ve seen them?” she asks.

“Yes,” I say. “I actually just came from meeting with them.”

“Are they all right?” she asks.

“They are,” I tell her. “I met with them to talk about the same things that I want to talk to you about. I’m going to start by saying that I am not here to accuse you of anything. I’m hoping you can help me.”

“Help you?” she asks, sounding no longer as weak and tired as she looked when I came into the room. “You want me to help you? Do you see where I am? I’m here because of you. Why would I want to help you with anything?”

“Martha, you’re here because of you,” Xavier says. “You are the one who committed the crimes. Dean is just the one who solved them. And you would want to help him because regardless of what happened, regardless of what you chose to do, I don’t think that you are inherently a bad person. I think that at your core, you are a good person who was put in an unimaginable situation and allowed it to get the best of you. I believe that you were trying to protect yourself, and I believe that you were trying to protect your daughter.”

Her head bobs just slightly, just enough to show that he has caught her attention and is listening to him. I slide in.

“Claire said something very interesting to me that I think you need to hear,” I say.

“What did she say?” Martha asks.

“She said that the three of you did what you did to protect each other, but to protect other people as well. And you need to remember that. Because the help I’m asking you for right now is about other people. It’s about giving other families the chance to breathe again because they finally know the truth,” I say.

She looks back and forth between Xavier and me. He has one hand resting on the top of the table, his fingers stretched out toward him. He’s not touching her, but he’s filling the space between us.

“What do you want to know?” she asks.

I tell her the same thing I told Claire and Corey, adding what Claire said about her father choosing the people for the ad campaign and her knowing he was capable of committing such a murder.

Martha looks away, but when her eyes lift to me again, they are full of tears.

“I never wanted to believe it,” she says. “I never wanted to let myself believe it.”

“Believe what?” I ask.

She shakes her head. She gazes toward the wall like there should be a window there, like she could see beyond the walls that have confined her to something else. Maybe to the life she thought she’d bought with her victims’ deaths. Finally, her eyes return to me. Tears pool in them, sliding onto her cheeks.

“There were times when I looked away and I shouldn’t have. I knew the way he was treating me. I knew what he did when we were at home and no one else was around to see. But that was behind our closed doors. I was far from the only woman who was going through that. There were other women right there in the carnival who barked for the shows with thick makeup and long sleeves. I wanted to think that he got it all out of his system there,” she says.

“But?” Xavier asks.

The breath slides from her nose, and I notice his fingers inch just slightly forward. Still not touching her, but closing the distance even more.

“There were times when I didn’t know where Hayden was. He’d leave without telling me where he was going or say he was going out for a couple of drinks, but he would be gone all night. More than once, he was gone for days. And then he’d show back up as if nothing happened. But I only made the mistake of asking him where he had been once. After that, I just pretended I didn’t notice. That he had only been gone a little while and all was fine.

“But, sometimes he would come home with wild eyes. I don’t know how to describe it other than that. And a few times I had to wash blood from his clothes. The first time, he told me he got in a bar fight. The second time, it was that he had hit a deer while he was driving and had to get it off the side of the road. After that, he stopped giving me excuses. He just handed it to me and expected me to give it back to him clean,” she says.

“Do you remember when any of these instances were? Or where?” I ask.

I’m horrified at what she’s telling me, but there are still so many questions I need to answer. I have to contain myself. Right now these are just stories. If I don’t get the specifics, it means nothing.

“No,” Martha says. “I tried hard to block it all out, so I didn’t try to remember any of it. The carnival traveled all the time. We were only ever in one place for a little more than a week, and then we left it behind. But some we went back to. I know that we…”

Before she can say any more, Phyllis comes back into the room.

“Time is up,” she says. “I’m sorry, but there are appointments she needs to get to.”

Martha gets up without another word and walks out of the room. I know there’s more she needs to tell me.

“Would I be able to arrange another time to speak with her?” I ask.

“Contact me, and we will discuss it,” Phyllis says. “I’ll walk you out.”
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I have just gotten back into Echo Harbor when Heather calls me.

“Hey,” she says. “I went to your hotel room to try to find you.”

“Xavier and I aren’t there,” I say. “We have been doing interviews for my investigation all day.”

“Have you eaten?” she asks.

“Not in a while,” I say.

“Okay, meet me at the diner on Maple. We need to talk,” she says.

“Is everything okay?” I ask.

“No,” she says. “Which is why we need to talk. I will be there in fifteen minutes.”

“We’ll get there as fast as we can,” I say. I end the speaker call and look over at Xavier. “I guess we are going to get some lunch.”

Heather is already at the diner when we get inside. She’s sitting at a booth and waves at us when we walk through the door. I sit down, and a waitress seems to materialize at the side of the table like she’d been waiting for us. She sets down the menus and looks back and forth between Xavier and me.

“Get you something to drink?” she asks.

“Sweet tea, please,” Xavier says.

“Coffee,” I say. “Thank you.”

She walks away, and I look across the table at Heather.

“Go ahead and pick what you’re going to order to eat,” she says. “I am going to need your undivided attention.”

Xavier and I look over the menus, and by the time the waitress comes back with our drinks, we know what we are going to get. All three of us make our orders, and as soon as the waitress walks away, Heather leans across the table toward me.

“I haven’t been able to stop thinking about this since yesterday. We need to find out what’s really going on behind Corbin Vining’s death.”

“What do you mean? We know what’s behind his death. He shot himself.”

Heather shakes her head adamantly. “No, I don’t believe it. I don’t think he killed himself. It just doesn’t make sense. Starting with the fact that he was in my house.”

“We already got an explanation for that,” I say.

“Right,” she says. “He was so obsessed with the house and wanted so much to own it that he went in somehow and committed suicide because he couldn’t have it. Even though he never said a word to me about wanting it. Even though he didn’t try to buy it when it was on the market.”

“Amelia said he scrambled to try to get it when it was for sale,” I say.

“And yet I talked to Jeff Shriver this morning. He was the real estate agent who was representing the house when it was on the market. He said Corbin didn’t even contact him about the house. He didn’t put in an offer. Didn’t call to ask how much it was going to be. Nothing. I don’t exactly call that scrambling to try to get his hands on the house.”

“Maybe he just knew he wasn’t going to be able to afford it,” I say. “Amelia could be describing him talking about wanting it to put in an offer or looking into a loan at the bank.”

“It still doesn’t make sense,” Heather says. “It’s been, what, a year since it was on the market for that brief period of time? Maybe a little bit more? In all of that time, he didn’t get overwhelmed by the grief of not being able to buy the house, but as soon as somebody showed up who could actually make a decision about the house and possibly could be convinced to sell it, that’s when he decides to kill himself?

“See, that’s the thing. I originally made plans to come here to see the house because my grandmother put a stipulation in her will that I had to actually physically come to Twilight Cove and see the house before I made any decisions about what I was going to do with it. Then, my life went all to hell, and I decided that here would be the best way for me to have a fresh start. But I didn’t have any idea that I was going to think about making the house into a bed-and-breakfast. That didn’t even cross my mind until I was already walking through it when I first got here.”

“Okay,” I say, not fully understanding what she’s trying to say.

“So you could have been swayed,” Xavier says. “You weren’t necessarily invested in the idea of making Twilight Cove your home because of any other reason than you needed something different.”

“Exactly,” Heather says. “So it’s not like before I even got here people knew that I was going to come and change the house into a bed-and-breakfast. As a matter of fact, there would be no reason for anybody to know that unless Shriver went around telling everybody. Which, I understand, is very likely considering how small of a town we’re in. But the point is, if it was so important to Corbin that he had the opportunity to buy the house, I would think that he would have at least approached me and talked to me about it. Or, at the very least, he could have been happy with the idea that it was going to be preserved as something that could be appreciated by people, and he would have asked if there was some way that he could have been involved.

“I understand the desire to own it, but Amelia keeps emphasizing that it was so important to him because he wanted to preserve it for historical purposes. He wanted to make sure that it was given the proper respect. So why didn’t he ask if he could be a part of the renovations? Why didn’t he offer up the historical information he knew about it? Do anything to ensure it was properly protected and respected? Instead, he just decided everything was totally hopeless, and he was going to kill himself inside the house? I just don’t buy it. I do not believe for a second that is actually what happened.”

“What are you saying?” I ask.

“I think he was murdered. I think somebody got him into the house somehow and killed him. I already went and talked to the detective about it, and they have absolutely no interest in listening to me. According to them, it’s a clear-cut case of suicide, and I just need to accept it and move on. Of course, these are the same people who told me that I need to ignore somebody ringing my doorbell and disappearing or spreading glass all over my front porch. I’m sorry if I sound cynical and untrusting, but I have a really difficult time just going along with what they have to say,” she says.

“Other than not accepting the motivation behind him killing himself, why do you think he was murdered?” I ask. “Because a lot of times when somebody decides to kill themselves, it doesn’t make sense to anybody else. Their reasoning only makes sense in their own heads, and it doesn’t seem to line up with reality…”

“I get that,” Heather says. “This isn’t the first time that I’ve had to try to accept somebody killing themselves in my life. I really don’t need you to condescend me.”

“I’m sorry,” I say. “That’s not what I’m trying to do.”

She picks up the water in front of her with a shaky hand and takes a long sip. Setting it down, she lowers her shoulders like she is regaining control and looks at me again.

“I’ve been going over all of the facts about what happened. And there are just too many gaps. Like, how did he get to my house? His car isn’t there. And how did he get inside? I know the police found that back door unlocked, and you know what, maybe I’m wrong about locking it. I can admit that it’s possible I either didn’t check well enough, or I opened that door for some reason I just don’t remember. I’m not arguing this because I’m so dead set that I did something. But even if that door was unlocked and he was able to go through it, how would he know it was unlocked when he got there?

“He would have had to come prepared with that suicide note and the gun. Was he just hoping that something was going to be unlocked? And let’s go ahead and assume that he was. He was just hoping that he was going to find an unlocked door or window. Or that he was going to be able to break in somehow. Why don’t I have any footage of him going to the house?” she asks.

Realization settles in. “That’s right. You have those security cameras around your house. Did you look at the feeds from all of them?”

“I did,” she says. “I didn’t get any footage of him coming up to the house. Now, there isn’t a camera on the door to the screen porch. But there is one on the patio and one at the garage. Unless he was able to pinpoint exactly where those cameras were and the areas of the yard not shown in the footage from them so that he was able to essentially sneak up to the house and go inside without being captured, I would have footage of him.”

“But wouldn’t you also have footage of him going inside if he was murdered?” Xavier asks. “And of the person who murdered him?”

“Someone who is going into a place to kill themselves doesn’t care if they’re caught on camera. They know that people are going to figure out that they’re there because they’re going to find their body. But somebody who is going into a place to commit murder is going to care more whether they are seen going inside. Which tells me that whoever did this planned it carefully so that they wouldn’t be seen going inside,” Heather says.

Our food comes, and she goes silent while the waitress sets the plates down and checks on us. We assure her that we’re fine, and she walks away. Heather immediately launches in again.

“Look, I know I probably sound out of my mind, but I need your help. I really believe that this man was murdered in my house, and I need to know why.”

I’m reluctant to go along with this. I’m already so tightly tangled in my other investigation. But I can see the look of desperation in Heather’s eyes. She really does believe this, and she’s not going to be able to let it go until she finds out the truth. And the more she talks about it, and the deeper I think about it, the more I think there might be something here.
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“Well, Corbin Vining’s car actually was located,” Detective Bronson tells me when I’m at the station after lunch. “It was found on an access road not too far from the house.”

“An access road?” I ask.

“It’s not really a real road. It’s more of a trail that leads from Moonlight Path down to the beach. It’s private property, so most people don’t use it, but it isn’t the first time that we’ve found a car stranded on it. People think that they are able to drive a lot better than they do or that their cars are able to handle terrain that they are not designed to handle. But we did find his car. And inside, we found his phone and his wallet.”

“Nothing else?” I ask. “No sign of struggle or anything that might indicate that somebody else was driving the car?”

“No,” he says. “It just looks like he went out there with the intention of going to the house. He stopped on that road, and then he walked the rest of the way.”

“Are you going to check his phone records? See if he talked to anybody before this happened?”

“Right now, there is no need to do that. We were able to access the text messages that were on it, and there wasn’t anything suspicious.”

“You said his body had been transferred to the medical examiner. Does that mean that there’s going to be an autopsy?” I ask.

“There has to be. Even though there was a note and the gun was right there, a suicide is considered an unnatural death, and so there has to be an autopsy,” he says.

“All right,” I say. “Thank you.”

Heather is waiting for me when I walk out of the station. She lifts her eyebrows expectantly.

“So? What did they say?” she asks.

“Exactly what you expected them to say. Right now, the finding is suicide. His car was found on an access road not too far from your house, so that explains how he was able to get there. But we still don’t know how he actually got into the house. Essentially, they aren’t going to do anything about this. Unless something else comes up, they don’t have any reason to investigate. Which means it’s up to us,” I say.

She looks hopeful. “Up to us? Does that mean that you are going to help me?”

“I’ll do what I can. You’ve convinced me that there’s something more to this than people are wanting to say. At least right now. What we should do now is go talk to Amelia. I’d like to know what was going on that day. Detective Bronson had to make the notification of his death, and it seemed like she didn’t even realize that he was missing,” I say. “Not that couples need to know every single movement that each other is making, but I’m just curious about what she thought he was doing that day and if she had any indication that something might be wrong.”

A search of the Twilight Cove community directory gives us the Vining address, and we go to the house. Amelia looks surprised to see us when she opens the door.

“I’m sorry to just show up like this. I know you’re going through a really difficult time. But if you have a few minutes you can spare, we would really appreciate talking to you.”

She looks hesitant, but she finally steps back and lets us inside. We follow her to the living room, and she gestures for us to sit down. She waits for us to choose our spots and then sits in a white recliner positioned to the side of the couch where Xavier and I sit across from the chair Heather chose. She looks directly at Heather.

“Before you say anything, I want to apologize for the way I talked to you at the police station yesterday. That was completely out of line,” she says.

Heather shakes her head forgivingly, even though I know she agrees with what Amelia is saying.

“It’s fine,” she says. “I understand.”

“No, it’s not fine. I’ve never even met you, and I lashed out. I was just dealing with a lot of emotion in that moment, and it overwhelmed me when I saw you. That’s not an excuse, but I hope you are willing to forgive me.”

“Of course. You’re dealing with something unimaginable,” Heather says.

Amelia sighs, her hands clasping as she leans forward to rest her elbows on her thighs. “Yeah, I think I’m still trying to wrap my head around it. Even though I know it’s not going to happen, I’m still expecting Corbin to walk through the door. It’s like he’s just going to show back up, and everything will go back to normal. I just can’t get myself to fully believe it. I never would have expected something like this.”

“Did he ever express any plans of killing himself or thoughts about anything like that?” I ask.

She looks at me suspiciously. “You sound like you think that’s not what happened.”

“We’re trying to figure out exactly what did happen,” I say. “There are some things that aren’t really adding up, and we are just trying to get all of the answers.”

“Oh,” she says. “Um, I don’t really know. Corbin wasn’t exactly the type to talk about his emotions very much. I don’t think that in our entire relationship, I ever sat down with him and actually had a conversation about real feelings. I mean, obviously, we had talks about our future when we were dating, that we loved each other, and all that. But he just wasn’t the type to open up and share if he was struggling. He definitely never said it outright to me. If he had ever said anything like that to me, I would have made sure that we addressed it. I would have gotten him the help that he needed. It never even crossed my mind that I needed to worry about anything like that.”

“How did he seem that morning?” I ask.

“Fine,” she says. “Nothing unusual. He did some stuff around the house and then said he had to go around a couple of errands. That was it.”

“Based on when Heather came back that afternoon and the characteristics of the body, Corbin died around two o’clock in the afternoon. What were you doing then?”

“What was I doing?” Amelia asks. “Are you suggesting something?”

“I’m not suggesting anything. I’m just piecing together a timeline for the day,” I say.

She runs her fingers back through her hair, her eyes closing briefly. “I’m sorry. I’m just still worked up. Um, at two, I was just at home. I was home all day.”

“Did you talk to anybody? Have any neighbors stopped by? Anything?” I ask.

“No.” Something comes over her face like a memory has just come to mind. “Wait. I actually did talk to somebody around then. I had to be let back inside.”

“What do you mean?” I ask.

Amelia stands up and goes over to the counter where her phone is sitting. She picks it up and scrolls through it.

“I decided to do some gardening that day. Just clearing things out for the winter season. But I managed to lock myself out of the house. Unfortunately, it’s something I do pretty often. The back door has a knob that, even if it’s locked from the outside, turns and opens from the inside. I constantly forget to check to make sure that it is unlocked from the outside and just go out. Usually, it’s not a problem because Corbin is home and he can let me back inside, but he wasn’t there. So I was locked out.”

“You don’t have an extra key hidden somewhere?” Heather asks.

“No,” she says. “We used to. We had an extra key that we kept under one of those fake rocks in the yard, but one time, when we were on vacation, we had a neighbor use it to bring in the mail and water some plants. When we got back, she told us that it had bent. It wasn’t usable anymore, so we just threw it away. We never got around to replacing it. It’s just one of those things that you know you have to do, but it constantly skips your mind. Here, you can actually see me out there.”

She hands me her phone. What looks like footage from a security camera is up on the screen.

“What’s this?” I ask.

“There’s a camera in the backyard. It’s supposed to be a wildlife camera. It’s motion activated, so it just starts recording if anything comes in the yard and then sends it to my phone,” she says.

“Bird-watching?” Xavier asks.

“No, actually. Gopher-stalking. We’ve had a lot of problems with gophers tearing up the lawn and animals coming in and chewing up my tomato plants and herbs. Corbin installed the camera and hooked it up so that we could see where they were coming from. It hasn’t really helped stop any animals, but it did show when one of the neighbor kids came into the backyard and was trying to get inside. Turns out he was just making mischief around the neighborhood, but he did get into a couple of people’s houses. Anyway, that’s why we never disconnected it.”

She starts the footage, and I watch as she comes through the back door and walks across the yard to the small shed. She gathers gardening implements and brings them over to a raised bed sitting beside the patio. Amelia reaches over and scrolls through the footage, speeding it up for the length of time when she’s just gardening. She stops in the time that shows her walking over to the back door and trying to get inside. It’s obviously locked, and she looks exasperated.

She walks out of the frame around the side of the house and then comes back a few moments later. Now she has her phone to her ear.

“I’m calling Corbin to see if he’s anywhere near home so he could hopefully come and let me back inside. But he was close to the mainland and wasn’t planning on being back anytime soon. At least, that’s what he told me.”

“You didn’t believe him?” Heather asks.

Amelia makes a slight face like she said too much and is now trying to figure out how to gloss over the comment.

“I’m not proud of this. In fact, I feel really guilty about it now. But I confronted him about cheating on me earlier this year. He never admitted to it, but he didn’t come right out and deny it either. Things got better after that though, and I figured he’d broken it off with whoever it was. But when he was gone ‘running errands’ and said he couldn’t get back home to let me in the house, the first thing that went through my mind was that he was with someone else again. Of course, now I know that’s not what he was doing.”

She swallows hard, and I turn my attention back to the footage. It shows her making another call.

“Who are you calling there?”

“Rick Dollins. He’s a good friend of mine and also happens to be a handyman—sorry, a home improvement specialist, appliance repair technician, and locksmith. He is very specific about what he likes to be called. Anyway, I was having some trouble with my washer, and I’d made an appointment with him to come later that afternoon to see if he could fix it. I was calling to see if there was any way he would be able to come early so he could get me inside. I was not interested in hanging out in the backyard for the rest of the day. Fortunately, he said he could rearrange some things and get my stuff taken care of earlier before he needed to go to his other jobs.”

She skips ahead on the footage again, and then I see a man come through the side gate. She looks relieved to see him, and he goes over to the back door. A few moments later, they are inside.

“How long was he there?” I ask.

“A little over an hour, I guess.”

“When he left, what did you do?”

“I took a shower and started getting stuff ready to put in the slow cooker for dinner. Then I got the call from the detective that I needed to go to the station. I thought maybe Corbin had been in a car accident. I didn’t think…” Her voice trails off.

“All right. Thank you for talking with us,” I say. “I’m sorry again for your loss.”

We get in the car, and I sit for a second, thinking over what we just heard.

“If she thought he was having an affair, why wouldn’t that have factored into what she thought of as the motive for him killing himself?” I ask.

I’m not sure what it means, but it sounds like the story is changing. We are getting a different view of Corbin and what might have been happening in his life leading up to his last moments.

“What now?” Heather asks.

“I’m going to give Rick Dollins a call. Amelia said they were good friends. Maybe he’ll be able to tell me more about what was going on when he came to let her inside or about Corbin.”

I look up Rick Dollins and call the number associated with his handyman business. He tells me he’s on break and has a few minutes to talk, so I explain to him who I am and ask about the afternoon Corbin died. Rick is willing to talk but doesn’t have anything new to offer. He tells me the same thing that we saw in the footage Amelia showed us.

He got a call from her saying that she had managed to lock herself outside, something he pointed out that she did regularly, and asking him if there was any way he would be able to come to her house earlier than they had planned. He was able to rearrange his schedule, went over and let her inside, then fixed her washing machine.

“When I was done with her washer, I left and headed to my next appointment. It was only a couple of streets away, so I made it just in time,” he says.

“Amelia mentioned that you are good friends.”

“We have been for years,” he says. “We went to high school together.”

“So you know Corbin and Amelia well?”

“Yes,” he says.

“Would you say that Corbin was depressed? That he seemed like he was considering ending his own life?” I ask.

“I mean, he never said outright to me that he wanted to commit suicide. But he’s mentioned a couple of times that things were hard and he was just tired of it. Or that it was all too much.”

“When did he say that?” I ask.

“It’s been a few months now,” I guess.

“And you didn’t talk to him the day he died?” I ask.

“No. I wish I had. Maybe I would have known something was going on and I would have been able to make a difference,” he says.

I get off the phone and look over at Heather in the seat beside me.

“Why do you think his wife emphasized that he was not the kind of person who would talk about his emotions or that he was going through a hard time, but one of his friends said that he had mentioned that things were hard and he was just tired of life?” I ask.

“Guys being more willing to open up to other guys?” she asks.

“I would think it would be the opposite,” I say. “Amelia was his wife. I would think it would be a whole lot more likely that he would be willing to be vulnerable in front of her than a friend. Say what you will about stereotypes, but for the most part, guys are a whole lot less likely to pour out their souls to another guy than women are. Especially if they have a life and that guy isn’t that brother or best friend.”

“Unless he was talking about something he might not have wanted to talk about with his wife,” Xavier points out. “Like being emotional over the end of an affair.”

It feels like we’ve hit a dead end. Not sure what to think now, I drive back to the hotel. By the time we get there, I’ve gotten a call that the crime scene cleanup team has finished at Heather’s house.

“I guess I can head back there then,” she says. “Thank you for getting that set up for me. I don’t know what I would have done.”

“Bleach,” Xavier says.

“Anyway,” I say. “Do you want us to go back with you? Just so you don’t have to go in for the first time by yourself?”

“No,” she says. “Thank you, but I feel like I need to do this on my own.”
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We go into the hotel, and Heather goes into her room as Xavier follows me into mine. I grab a drink out of the refrigerator and toss it to him, then get one for myself.

“What do you think?” he asks, sitting on the bed and opening his drink.

“I’m kind of having a sliding doors moment,” I say.

“Vaguely futuristic and also somewhat threatening while remaining oddly welcoming?” Xavier asks.

“No, I mean the theory. Sliding doors. That it could go either way. That there could be two different explanations for the same thing.”

“That’s not what the sliding doors theory is,” Xavier says. “The sliding doors theory is that seemingly minute and meaningless actions or decisions in a person’s day could have monumental consequences on the ongoing trajectory of their life. Like deciding the color you’re wearing on any particular day could affect whom you marry, or the direction you turn when getting to a fork in the road could dictate future career prospects. It’s similar to the butterfly effect, but impacting the individual through their own actions rather than influencing the existence of others.”

I stare at him for a couple of seconds, and he blinks.

“Oh,” I say. “Not that then.”

I pull my computer over to me and open it.

“What are you looking up?” Xavier asks as I open up a Search window.

“I’m still thinking about what Martha told us this morning. I want to be more shocked that she all but confirmed that she knows her husband did horrible things to other people, but I can’t be. With it the way he treated her and Claire, and how afraid of him people were, it unfortunately just falls into place. But there was something else that she was going to tell me. Right before Phyllis came in and said that we had to leave, she was going to say something else. She had just mentioned that they traveled around all the time and sometimes went back to the same places they already had,” I say.

“Which is what carnivals do,” Xavier points out. “That’s not an unusual thing. Usually, carnivals work on a circuit. They visit the same towns on a fairly regular schedule. Once or maybe twice a year.”

“So it wouldn’t be odd for them to go back to a place where they had already been,” I say.

“Unless that was just something they did,” Xavier says. “Maybe they didn’t visit the same towns. Maybe they made it a point to go to surrounding areas or different locations all the time to make sure they were getting the broadest audience possible, in which case going back to a location would stand out.”

“I’m wondering if we can find out where the carnival was at different times,” I say. “Maybe there’s a list somewhere where we can find advertisements.”

For the next twenty minutes or so, I search for details about the Davis family carnival and the stops it made over the years, but I can’t find much. The carnival itself either never had a website or it was taken down when the carnival closed. There are a couple of mentions, some archived news, and a few images that show up, but nothing that gives me a full list of the locations that the carnival stopped in or the dates. I’m feeling frustrated until an idea pops into my mind.

“Martha’s scrapbook,” I say.

“She was a scrapbooker?” Xavier asks.

“When I first went to talk to her, she showed me a scrapbook she had made of the theme park. It chronicled from when they bought it all the way through all of the improvements. She was really proud of it. And she used it to make me think she was devastated over the loss of the park and her husband. If she had that kind of scrapbook for the theme park, that tells me she probably had something chronicling the carnival as well. I’m going to call Claire.”

It’s getting late in the evening by the time we get to the Davis house. Corey isn’t there, and Claire looks confused and curious when she opens the door to let us in.

“What’s going on?” she asks. “Is everything all right with my mother?”

“Yes,” I say. “I was able to talk to her for a little while, and she had a lot of the same feelings that you do. But I’m actually here to look at her scrapbooks.”

“Her scrapbooks?” Claire asks. “Why would you need to look at those?”

“Because I think they might be able to give me some really important information. I know she showed me the one about Wonderland, but she has others, doesn’t she?”

“Yeah,” Claire says. “She has a bunch of them. She liked keeping records of things. I think it was her way of pretending everything was all right. When she made a scrapbook, she was able to record the good parts. She could take out the things that she didn’t want to think about and only include good pictures and happy captions. I think she had lived through them, in a way.”

“Do you have them?” I ask. “Can I see them?”

“Sure,” she says.

She brings us upstairs into a bedroom that had been converted into a crafts room. She points out a shelf along one wall.

“A lot of them are on that shelf. But they wouldn’t all fit, so there are some in the closet too. You can go ahead and look through them as much as you want. If it’s okay with you, I don’t particularly want to be here for it. I’m just going to go downstairs.”

“That’s fine,” I say. “Thank you. I’ll let you know if I have any questions about anything.”

Claire nods and disappears out of the room like she’s trying to flee the memories the books contain before I can open them up and release them all. Xavier and I go over to the shelf, and I take out the book about Wonderland.

“This is the one about the theme park,” I tell him.

I hand it over to him and start looking through the other books. I pull one out and open it.

“This one has advertising fliers and newspaper clippings from when Hayden’s father was still running the carnival,” I tell him, flipping through the pages and looking back in time at the traveling show as it was decades ago.

“How long were they together?” Xavier asks.

I pause and think for a second, trying to remember if anybody ever mentioned the timeline of their relationship to me.

“I honestly don’t know,” I say. “I don’t think I ever asked her. That really makes me wonder how they got together. Obviously, she was a part of his life when he was still just working the carnival while his father was running it, or she wouldn’t have been able to have these things. But I wonder how they met. Not just because of him traveling around so much, but the accident. That had to have impacted how he interacted with people. What would have put her in his past, and how did they come to be together?”

I start flipping through the books again. I get through the entire shelf and haven’t found what I was looking for.

“Do you think it’s possible she didn’t make a scrapbook about her relationship with Hayden?” I ask.

Xavier doesn’t look up but continues slowly turning the pages of the book in his lap.

“This woman meticulously chronicled every detail of the rise of a theme park she despised. She did not commemorate her relationship and wedding,” he says.

It’s a good point. I put the books back on the shelves and walk over to the closet. Opening it, I find several plastic totes of crafting supplies and then another stack of scrapbooks up on the overhead shelf. One of them is white with gold scrolling on the spine. I have a feeling that is what I’m looking for.

I pull the book down and am rewarded with a golden script flowing across the front cover: “Our Story.”

Bringing the book back over to where Xavier is sitting, I settle back on the carpet and open it. The book shows a very young Martha alongside Hayden. His face is already concealed behind masks or gauze, so it must be at the beginning of their relationship after his accident. But she looks young enough that it’s probably not too long after the tragedy.

“It looks like she started traveling with the carnival when she was still really young,” I point out. “Like incredibly young.”

“I guess when you fall in love with somebody who lives a nomadic lifestyle, you either learn to travel or you let them go,” Xavier says. “She chose to travel.”

“I guess,” I say, reminding myself that Brielle and I were just as young when we were positive that we were going to spend the rest of our lives together.

There wasn’t a single question in our minds at that time that we were made to be together and didn’t want anything keeping us apart. As startling and even outrageous as it seems now to look at those young faces in the pictures in the scrapbook and think about people even younger than Owen making those kinds of decisions, I know I would have done the same thing. If for some reason when I was with Brielle she had to travel constantly and I was given the option of being with her, I wouldn’t have hesitated. There would be nothing that would stop me from wanting to be with her.

It seems like it should be an uplifting thought. I should find something sweet in their dedication to each other. Instead, it creates an ominous feeling in the center of my chest.

As I flip through the pages of the book and watch their young romance develop against the backdrop of the carnival, I realize that in the majority of the pictures, it isn’t just the two of them. There is a third person, another young man who seems particularly close to Hayden. There are even pictures of just the two of them together, like Martha took them and felt they were important enough that she included them in a record of her own relationship.

“I wonder who that is,” I say, tilting the book toward Xavier and pointing to the unidentified friend.

“It doesn’t say in a caption or anything?” He asks.

“It just says ‘H. D. and R. J.’ Another one says ‘H and R.’”

It’s getting late, so I gather a few of the books I want to look at more thoroughly and bring them downstairs. Claire is curled up on the couch wrapped in a blanket, staring at the TV screen. It doesn’t look like she’s actually watching what’s going on in front of her, just staring through the device.

“Claire?”

She looks up at me. “Hmmm?”

“Would you mind if I took a couple of these with me? I will take care of them and make sure they get back to you,” I say.

“That’s fine,” she says. “I never look at them.” She pulls the blanket closer around herself. “I never want to look at them again.”

“When you told me that it wouldn’t surprise you to find out that your father had done terrible things, do you remember ever thinking that when you were younger? Do you remember anything specific happening that made you question who he was or what he was capable of doing?” I ask.

“It was just who he was,” she says.
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Back at the hotel, I start digging through everything I can find about the carnival. I go back through the scrapbooks that I took from the Davis house and then revisit articles. I even go back and rewatch the videos that Kieran Green made, wondering if there was a moment when he mentioned a close friend of Hayden’s and I just missed it. But I’m not able to pinpoint anything. Finally, I call Leo Cahill.

“I’ve been doing more searching into Hayden Davis’s past,” I tell Scott Russo’s former assistant. “And I was able to get my hands on the scrapbook that Martha Davis made about their relationship when they were younger. It looks like he had a really close friend. Somebody who was with him all the time. But I haven’t been able to find anything that mentions a friend like that. All I’ve ever heard about is his cooperation with the Sanger family. The only caption that shows up on any of the pictures with this guy in them refers to the initials ‘R. J.’ Does that mean anything to you?”

“It doesn’t mean anything right off the top of my head. But I know Scott did some digging into the history of the carnival. He never came up with anything he thought needed to be included in any of our videos, but he found some stuff about the carnival when Hayden’s father owned it. I can send it to you,” he says.

“That would be great,” I say. “Thanks.”

It takes a little while, but finally, I get an email from Leo with a link to an online folder. It contains all the research Scott Russo had done about Hayden Davis and the Davis family as he was researching Wonderland Park.

Finally, I come across a picture of a stilt performer. He’s standing beside a tall ladder with a child sitting on top of it. The clipping looks like it came from a small newspaper or local newsletter.

“This must have been printed after the carnival left this town,” I say. “It isn’t in any of Martha’s scrapbooks. But look, doesn’t this little boy look like the guy in the picture? Just younger? And look at the caption. ‘Charles Jenkins and son, Rowan.’ R. J., Rowan Jenkins. I think that’s him.”

I read the name a couple more times. It feels like something tingling in the back of my mind.

“That name sounds really familiar. Jenkins. I know I read that before, and it has to do with Hayden.”

Suddenly, it comes to me, and I open up my computer. I look up the article I originally read about Hayden Davis’s horrific accident as a young teenager. He was trying to get more responsibility and attention within the carnival and finally convinced his father to allow him to do a performance on his own. Unfortunately, this was an especially dangerous trick involving locking him into a box within a wooden cage connected to ropes set on fire. It was all meant to be rigged so he could easily escape and get out of the cage before the fire consumed him. But something went wrong, and he ended up suffering extensive burns, the reason behind him wearing gloves and face coverings for the rest of his life.

“Right here,” I say. “‘Others within the carnival recall the horror and helplessness of realizing Davis could not get out of the burning cage. A longtime performer, Charles Jenkins, could do nothing to help due to performing on stilts. Jenkins said all he could think about was his own son, who has grown up alongside Hayden.’ They were friends when they were younger, and then they continued to be close even after Hayden went through that fire.”

“And as the sons of the owner of the carnival and a performer, there would already be a certain level of hierarchy involved,” Xavier points out. “There would be the thought likely among the Davis family that they were above the performers. A friendship that becomes that close despite adversity and then in the face of something as life-changing as those injuries is going to create a tremendous amount of loyalty.”

“So where is he?” I ask.

“What do you mean?” Xavier asks.

“Where is he? The only reference that I’ve been able to find to Rowan Jenkins is that picture caption from when he was a little kid. He didn’t have anything to do with Wonderland, and you would think that something as momentous as his closest childhood friend finally taking a leap forward and becoming the owner of a permanent theme park would be something he would be involved with. Even if it was just to be there to support and encourage him. But he is nowhere. No one has mentioned him, including Martha. And his name has not shown up at all in any coverage of Hayden’s death. Not the faked one and not the revelation of the real one. Where is he?” I ask. “When and why did they stop being friends?”
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The next morning I manage to get another meeting with Martha Davis. We go through the same procedure as yesterday and are brought to the same room. She looks surprised to see us when she’s led in.

“What can you tell me about Rowan Jenkins?” I ask.

Her eyes widen slightly. “Wow. It’s been a really long time since I’ve heard that name. Why are you asking me about Rowan?”

“I went to your house and looked through the scrapbooks that you kept. I found the one about your relationship with Hayden. I had noticed that there was a guy who seemed to be very present in your life. It took a little bit of digging, but I identified him as Rowan Jenkins. It seems to me like the three of you were extremely close for a long time,” I say.

“We were,” she says. “Especially Hayden and Rowan. They had grown up together. He was there for Hayden after his accident.”

“Where is he now? Because I haven’t been able to find any mention of him in anything that has to do with Wonderland Park, and he didn’t seem to surface after Hayden’s death was announced. That struck me as strange,” I say.

“I think Dean is trying to ask if someone is going to dig him up somewhere else in the park,” Xavier says.

“Thank you, Xavier,” I say.

“No,” Martha says. “Rowan isn’t dead. As far as I know anyway. It’s been years since I’ve spoken to him. But the last time I saw him, he was very much alive, and I have no reason to believe that has changed.”

“Then what happened? They spent their entire lives being such close friends. What happened to end that?” I ask.

“I can’t really answer that. I know that Rowan had some reservations about Hayden buying the park. He was, as he always put it, a consummate carney. I don’t know exactly why it upset him so much that Hayden would want to have a permanent park, other than the fact that it would mean that the carnival wasn’t continuing the same way. But it wasn’t going to anyway. Ticket sales were so far down. And we were even encountering people protesting some of our acts and shows. Things just weren’t the same as they used to be, and it wasn’t going to work anymore.

“Hayden was a lot of things, and I can absolutely say a lot of negative things about him, but one thing that he was, particularly to Rowan, was loyal. He would have found a way to take care of him. But something happened. I don’t know the details. Hayden and I didn’t exactly do pillow talk. He wasn’t going to open up to me about a problem in his friendship. But I know that the last time I saw Rowan, he gave me a hug goodbye and told me to be careful. I didn’t see him again,” she tells me.

“And you have no way of knowing how we could contact him?” I ask.

“No,” she says. “But if you do find him, tell him…” She stops and shakes her head. “Never mind.”

“Tell him what?” I ask.

“Tell him I’m sorry.”
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Ever since having dinner at Celeste’s house the other night, I’ve had a taste for one of the dips from a specific shop on Main Street. When we cross back over on the ferry into Twilight Cove, we drive to Main Street so I can stop by and get some. We end up getting a spot a few blocks away from the shop and head down the sidewalk. After filling a couple of bags with crackers, cheese, and dips I see myself munching my way through in the middle of the night, we start back to the car. We’ve only gone a couple of storefronts when I hear Celeste’s voice calling us.

She’s across the street standing in the doorway of the coffee shop, waving us over.

Xavier and I look both ways, then jog across the street.

“Hey,” she says. “I’m glad I noticed you. I’m here with Heather. Come in. She was just talking about calling you.”

We head inside, and she looks down at the bags in my hands. “You having another dinner party?”

“Just craving onion jam,” I tell her.

“Understandable.”

We weave through the tables in the shop to where Heather is sitting near the window.

Celeste gestures at us. “Got them.”

“How was your first night back at the house?” I ask Heather.

“Not too bad. It’s almost like things are calmer now than they were before. Like the space reached its quota of bad energy.”

“That doesn’t really happen,” Xavier says. “The atmosphere has an endless potential for absorbing energy, both positive and negative.”

“Right,” I say. “Haven’t you ever heard the quote that there’s always room for one more?”

I can almost feel Xavier’s eyes burrowing into me. “That’s not the quote, Dean.”

“I know, X,” I say.

“Then why would you say it?”

“Because that’s what people think it is,” I say.

“People also think that Benjamin Franklin zapped himself into discovering electricity more than a hundred years after it was written about extensively, but you wouldn’t go walking around repeating that, would you?” he asks.

I open my mouth to respond, concede there is no way to respond, and close it again.

“Celeste said you were thinking about calling me?” I say to Heather.

“Yeah,” she says, shaking her head slightly like she’s trying to bring herself back into reality after listening to Xavier. “Actually, I was going to ask you to come meet us here. Celeste called to check on me after she found out what happened, and we decided to come get some coffee. We were talking about when we went to see Amelia, and she had something really interesting to share with me.”

“What was that?” I ask.

“Rick Dollins’s wife left him a few months ago,” Celeste says. “It was really abrupt, and everybody was pretty shocked by it. It became the hot gossip of the town for a while.”

“But since I hadn’t gotten here yet, I hadn’t heard that,” Heather says.

“His wife left him?” I ask. “Like they got divorced?”

“No, she left him, like she left town. She just up and went. Some people said they saw her and interacted with her in the last couple of weeks that she was here, and she was acting a little bit strange. They couldn’t really put their fingers on it or anything, but they said she was being different. And then all of a sudden, Rick is telling everybody that she left in the middle of the night and he hasn’t heard from her since. Some people tried to get a hold of her, and her phone was disconnected. It was like she had just decided that she was no longer interested in having a life in Twilight Cove, or with Rick, and she bolted.”

“Didn’t Amelia say that she confronted Corbin earlier this year about him having an affair?” Heather asks. “Earlier this year, as in it could have been a few months ago?”

“You think that Rick’s wife is who he was cheating on Amelia with?” I ask.

“It’s a possibility,” Heather says. “They said that they were good friends. That they had known each other since high school. It would seem to me that if they were good friends, that would mean that his wife was part of that group too. So maybe she and Corbin got a bit too close and Amelia figured it out. Then Corbin broke it to her that they needed to cut things off, and she decided she didn’t want to hang around or stay in her marriage anymore, whether she was with Corbin or not, and she left.”

“Rick did say that Corbin talked about things being really hard and him not being able to deal with something,” I say. “Is it possible that Amelia would have found out that Corbin was sleeping with Rick’s wife and not say anything to Rick?”

“That’s if Amelia actually knew it was Rick’s wife,” Celeste says.

“That’s true,” Heather says. “Amelia didn’t mention who she thought he was having an affair with. Just that she had reasons to believe that he was. She might not have even suspected who it was. But if she was figuring it out, Rick’s wife might have started pushing for them to break up with their spouses and give it a go as a couple together. But then Corbin ended it. She left, and he realized how devastated he was by her being gone, but he couldn’t do anything about it at that point.”

“The suicide note did reference a woman,” I say. “It didn’t specify who, but it mentioned ‘she.’”

“And people just assumed it was talking about me,” Heather says.

We all look at each other.

“This might warrant a conversation,” Xavier says.

Ten minutes later, I walk back into the coffee shop and set my phone down on the table.

“Well, that didn’t go fantastically,” I say.

“Did you talk to Rick and Amelia?” Heather asks.

“Oh, I talked to them. And neither one of them was particularly thrilled to hear the theory that their spouses were having an affair with each other. Rick said that they had some problems in their relationship, but he never would have thought that she would do something like that. And he really didn’t think that Corbin would betray him that way. He just kept emphasizing that they had been friends since high school and he trusted him. Amelia, though, didn’t seem quite as surprised at the prospect. Pissed off, yes, but not really shocked.

“She kind of gave the impression that the relationship between the spouses was a bit closer and more personal than she was always comfortable with but that they always denied anything going on between them. So I mentioned how close she and Rick are, and she was pretty offended. But I did get very emphatic confirmation from both of them that they are only friends and have only ever been friends.”

“Do you believe that?” Heather asks.

“Celeste, was there ever any gossip about the two of them?” I ask.

“Not that I ever heard,” she says. “Everybody knew they were friends, but I’ve never heard anybody think anything else about them.”

“Yeah,” I say. “I believe it. Neither one of them sounded like they were trying to convince me too hard of it. They were just firm and moved on. There wasn’t any excessive explanation or overcompensation. And when I saw the footage of the two of them in Amelia’s backyard, it didn’t look like there was anything romantic between them. They didn’t greet each other affectionately or touch each other in any way. It was very straightforward.”

“Yeah, but she knew there was a camera,” Heather says. “She knew that everything that was happening was being recorded, so she wouldn’t show a bunch of affection to him.”

“She knew it was being recorded and sent to her phone,” I say. “She could easily have deleted it if there was anything on it. But it isn’t just that. Even if they weren’t going to hang on each other or kiss or anything, there’s a certain way that people interact with each other when they have feelings beyond friendship. Especially if they are alone together.”

“Their energy mingles,” Xavier says.

“Exactly,” I say. “It’s hard to describe, but it’s there. You can just see a certain way that they carry themselves and engage with each other, and I didn’t see any of that. It was just two people who were comfortable with each other. I don’t think that we’re dealing with a crisscross affair situation here.”

“Did you ask Rick if he has had any contact with his wife?” Celeste asks.

“I did. He said the same thing, that her phone was disconnected so he wasn’t able to call her. But he did say that he had gotten a message from her on social media saying that they needed to get started on divorce proceedings. He said he doesn’t know where she is, but it seems like it really is over.”

Celeste checks her phone. “Oh, I didn’t realize how late it was getting. I’ve got to get to a meeting. I’m so glad we were able to get together, Heather. Let me know if there is anything you need at all.”

“I will, thank you,” she says. “And thanks for your help.”

“I hope it does help,” she says. She looks at me. “How’s everything going with you? It seems like every time you come to town, you get caught up in an even bigger web.”

“And I’ll keep coming back until I unravel it,” I tell her.

“Just be careful,” she says. She hugs me and leaves.

“We should probably go too,” I say.

“Maybe you could come over to the house later,” Heather says. “Last night went pretty well, but to be honest, I didn’t go into the living room.”

“We could do that,” I say. “Do you want me to bring anything?”

She looks at my bags. “Looks like you’re already pretty prepared.”

“Oh no,” I say. “This is snack time. But I’ll stop by the store and get some stuff. Just message me later when you know what time you want us by.”

We leave the coffee shop, and Xavier and I make our way back across the street toward the specialty store. We grab a few more things and start down the sidewalk toward the car. Suddenly, a loud crack explodes in the air, and I feel a burning pain across the top of my arm, just beneath my shoulder. There’s another blast. The glass in the window behind us shatters as screams echo around me and Xavier and I hit the cement.

“Are you all right?” I ask Xavier.

“I’m fine, but you’re not.”

I look at my hand pressed to the sidewalk and see blood dripping between my fingers.

“Someone is shooting!” someone shouts.

“Call the police!”

“Did anyone see anything?” I ask, getting up and looking around to make sure that everyone else is safe. “Did anyone see a shooter?”

It’s only a matter of moments before we can hear sirens coming down the street and an ambulance and police car pull up. Officers rush out and start questioning everybody on the street as paramedics approach me.

“I’m fine,” I say. “It isn’t bad.”

“You need to get checked out at the hospital,” one of them says.

“No,” I say. “Seriously, it just grazed me.”

“A bullet,” the paramedic says. “A bullet grazed you. You need to go to the hospital and have it looked at.”

“Fine,” I say. “But I don’t need an ambulance. I’ll drive myself there.”

“Your arm is injured, sir,” the paramedic insists. “We need to transport you.”

“I’m going with him,” Xavier says.

“All right, let’s go.”

Once the doctor has me in the emergency room and a nurse has cut me out of my shirt, we see that the wound to my arm is not severe. It is a bit bigger than I expected, but there isn’t any significant damage.

“Whoever was shooting at you didn’t have fantastic aim,” the doctor says as he puts a stitch in place. You were lucky.”

“I’m just glad that nobody in the store behind me was hurt,” I say.

He applies a bandage to my arm and leaves. A few moments later, a nurse comes in with a tiny paper cup with painkillers.

“It’s not serious enough for the really good stuff,” she says. “No IV for you.”

“Oh, I am just fine with this,” I say. “Thank you.”

She takes the paper cup back from me and gestures at the door. “There are a couple of police officers out there who want to talk to you. Are you up for it now?”

“Yeah,” I say. “Go ahead and send them in. Would it be okay if my friend in the waiting room came back here too?”

“Sure,” she says. “I’ll go get him. What’s his name?’

“Xavier,” I say.

She walks out, and I hear her tell the officers waiting in the hallway that they can come in. Two people I recognize from the early days of the Joseph Palmer investigation come in. They ask me a few questions about what happened, and I tell them I didn’t see anybody with a gun before or after the shots.

“We’ve already talked to the other people who were in the area, and none of them saw anything, either. But no bullets got near anybody else. It seems whoever this was targeted you,” one says. “I’d just keep an eye out. If you think of anything else or anything else happens, call us.”

They leave as Xavier comes in.

“All fixed up?” he asks.

“A couple of stitches and a Band-Aid,” I say. “Like the badass I am.”

“Did those officers have anything to tell you?” he asks.

“Nothing we didn’t already know. Nobody saw anything, and they think I was the target.”

“Somebody warning you about your investigation,” he says.

“But which one?” I ask. “What am I getting too close to?”

A single knock brings my attention to the door, and I see Detective Bronson standing there.

“Can I come in?” he asks.

“Yeah,” I say. “Come on.”

“How are you doing?”

“Good. They’ve got me all patched up. I should be getting out of here pretty soon.”

“Well, that’s probably a good thing because I could use your help,” he says.

“Help with what?” I ask.

“Telling Amelia Vining that the medical examiner just ruled Corbin’s death a homicide.”
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The look on her face an hour later when we are sitting in her living room tells me Amelia was not expecting this news. She looks back and forth between me and Detective Bronson like she’s waiting for one of us to say something else, or for her to realize that she misunderstood and didn’t actually hear what he said. Because I’d already gone to talk to her, Detective Bronson wanted me here when he broke the news. And when her eyes finally land on me and linger, I can see that she trusts me.

“Murdered?” she finally says, her voice cracking slightly beneath the weight of the word. “Someone… murdered him?”

“Yes,” I say. “I know this is really difficult to hear.”

“You said he killed himself,” she says. “I even asked you. I said it sounded like you were suggesting that something else happened, and you said that there was nothing to suggest that.”

“That’s not what I said,” I point out. “I said that I was just here talking to you because I was trying to figure out what was going on. And that’s what I was doing. I didn’t have all of the information at the time. Nobody did. At that moment, his death was considered a suicide.”

“And because of that, there had to be an autopsy,” Detective Bronson says. “The medical examiner contacted me just a couple of hours ago to let me know her findings. She stated that there was stippling present that indicated a specific distance the gun had to be when it was fired. Because of the visible pattern along with the positioning of the body when it was found, it is not feasible that Corbin shot himself. Whoever did this shot him and then staged the scene to make it look as though he committed suicide.”

“But what about gunpowder residue?” she asks.

“The presence of gunpowder residue and its distribution on a person’s hand is no longer considered as conclusive a piece of evidence as it used to be. Gunpowder can show up on somebody’s hand for a lot of reasons, including transfer. The findings of the autopsy are far more compelling,” the detective says.

“But could she be wrong?” Amelia asks. “Couldn’t she have misinterpreted something?”

“She is very confident,” I say. “Making a finding about a cause of death is a very serious thing, and she would not make a statement like that if she wasn’t positive. I know, again, this is really hard for you to have to hear.”

“I feel like I’m being told for the third time that he’s dead,” Amelia says. “First it was just that my husband was dead. Then it was that he killed himself. And now it’s that somebody killed him. What am I supposed to do now?”

“Now you trust us to do our jobs,” Detective Bronson says. “We will find who is responsible for this.”

We get back in the detective’s car, and he starts toward the hotel where I dropped off Xavier and Bronson picked me up.

“We have an uphill battle on our hands here,” he says. “I was at that scene. I saw it. That looked like a textbook suicide.”

“I know,” I say.

“There was no evidence to show that it could have been murder. No footprints. No fingerprints on the gun other than Corbin’s.”

“That just means whoever did it thought to press his hand onto the gun. They thought this through,” I say. “And they also made sure they didn’t show up on Heather’s security cameras. But the forensics don’t lie. This is murder. Now it’s just finding out who did it.”

“And how,” Detective Bronson says. “Because right now it looks like Corbin materialized inside that house and a ghost killed him.”

A wry smile comes to my lips. “It wasn’t a ghost last time. And it won’t be this time.”
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Heather shakes her head at me when she opens the door to her house.

“You got shot, Dean. I think that warrants a rain check.”

“I didn’t get shot,” I tell her. “A bullet scraped across me while it was on its way to shoot a store window.”

“That still counts,” she says. “I can’t believe you’re even outside.”

“It isn’t the first time,” Xavier tells her.

“I don’t scare easily,” I say.

“I think this is more than being scared,” she says. “Somebody was trying to kill you.”

“I don’t think so,” I say. “They were a good enough shot not to hit anybody else. They did what they wanted to do.”

“The only problem is, we don’t know why they did it,” Xavier points out.

Heather looks at him strangely as we walk into the house and she closes the door behind us, locking it and then checking it.

“What does that mean?” she asks.

“Remember when Celeste said that every time I come to town, I just get more entangled in the web? She wasn’t exaggerating. And unfortunately, that means I may have more than one person who might be interested in sending me a message in the form of a bullet.”

“Well, regardless, I’m glad you came. I heard on the news that the medical examiner determined that Corbin was murdered. I was right,” she says.

“You were,” I say. “I actually went with the detective to talk to Amelia about it. She was understandably shocked to hear it.”

“But what did the detective say?”

“That we have an uphill battle on our hands,” I tell her. “This is where the investigation really starts. We’ve already done some good groundwork, but there’s a long way to go.”

“This place is magnificent,” Xavier says, craning his neck to look around the entryway. “A lot has happened in here.” His eyes snap to her. “Where did they find Lucas Hughes’s blood?”

“Xavier…” I say.

“It’s all right,” Heather says. “I was curious about it too. Curious enough that I needed to look it up. Maybe it sounds completely ridiculous, but I would rather not be walking around a room that was covered in blood at one point and not know about it. Come on, I’ll show you.”

She brings us to the back staircase she used when she went to pack for the hotel. It leads up to the end of the hallway after the second floor, making it a more convenient way to use the grand staircase. We go to the third door on one side of the hall, and she sweeps her hand inside like she’s welcoming Xavier to go in.

“There you go,” she says.

“The blood was found in here?” Xavier asks.

“Yep,” Heather says as he goes into the room. “It was his study at the time. There was a rug on the floor, and the blood was all over the rug and then on the floor itself. I don’t know what this room was used for when my grandmother came here. Most of the other rooms had stuff in them, but this one was completely empty. Just like this.”

“Maybe she could feel it,” Xavier suggests.

“Feel what?” Heather asks.

“The mark on this room,” he says. “The imprint of what happened here.”

“I don’t think my grandmother was that kind of person,” Heather says.

The words are barely out of her mouth when there’s a heavy crash outside. Heather gasps, her hand coming to her chest.

“Stay here,” I say, running out of the room.

She follows me anyway, and we run down the steps, coming out into the kitchen at just the right time to see lights flashing in the window.

“That,” she says, pointing at the window. “That’s what I saw.”

I run to the door leading out to the screen porch and see a dark figure coming around the side of the house. Slamming through the screen door, I launch myself off the top step and land on top of the person. They let out a deep grunt when they hit the ground, and I flip them over, pinning them to the ground with my knee to their chest.

“Let me up,” the man I’m holding down demands.

“Not gonna happen,” I say. “What the hell are you doing?”

“Oh my god, Dean,” Heather says, coming to the doorway. She looks down at the man beneath me, and I see her face contort with confusion. “Jeff?”

“Do you know this guy?” I ask.

“That’s Jeff Shriver. He’s the real estate agent who showed me the house when I first got here. What are you doing?”

I look at the ground a few feet away from us and see a black handheld floodlight.

“If I don’t miss my guess, that thing has a strobe feature,” I say. I get up and yank Jeff to his feet. “You better start talking.”

“The police are on their way,” Xavier says, coming out onto the porch behind Heather.

“Good. You can explain it to them too.”

“I’m not doing anything,” he says. “All I did was flash a light in the window.”

“Really?” I ask. “Because it seems like some pretty strange decision-making for somebody to come to a house where a man was just murdered and start flashing a light in the window.”

“Murdered?” Shriver asks, then shakes his head frantically. “No. I heard Corbin killed himself.”

“The medical examiner just determined it was murder,” I say.

“You can’t think I was involved in that,” he says.

“Why not?” I ask. “What are you doing here?”

“And why did you come before?” Heather asks. “You flashed that light in my window before. And you rang the doorbell. And you stabbed the gardening shears into the ground.”

“Yes,” he says. “I did all of those things. I was trying to scare you.”

“Why?” Heather asks.

“So you wouldn’t turn this place into a bed-and-breakfast,” Shriver says. “I told you, there was some interest when the house went on the market. That was from me. You have no idea how much I want this place. Ever since I started my career, I have salivated over this house. If I could get my hands on it, I would turn it into the absolute jewel of my portfolio. But I could never get it. It was never for sale, and then when it finally was and I actually got to be the one to represent it, your grandmother changed her mind before I could get everything in place.

“Then I heard that she had left it to you. Her lawyer asked if I could be the one to hand over the key and show you around when you came to town. She didn’t sound like you truly had any interest in staying here. Just that your grandmother’s will required that you come to Twilight Cove and see the house before you could make any decisions. I thought you would come, see the place, then decide to sell it. And I would scoop it up. I would finally have it. Then you told me that you were staying. So I decided I needed to convince you otherwise. I told you those stories when we were walking through the house, and it didn’t seem to work, so I came up with some other forms of persuasion. I needed you to decide it wasn’t worth it and leave.”

“What the hell is it with this place?” I ask. “How could people be so obsessed with it?”

“You don’t understand,” Shriver says. “This house… it’s like it takes hold of you. I have wanted it for so long, and I thought I was finally going to get it, but then it was slipping through my fingers. I felt like I had to do something.”

“And so you tried to hurt me?” Heather asks incredulously.

“What do you mean?” he asks. “I never tried to hurt you.”

“The glass on the porch? The nails behind my tires?”

“I didn’t do that,” he says. “No, I wanted to scare you. I wanted you to think that there was something going on in this place that you just didn’t want to deal with. I was trying to get you to go away, but I didn’t want to hurt you. And I would never kill for it. Corbin crossed somebody. But it wasn’t me.”

The police show up, and we tell them what happened. When they have Jeff Shriver handcuffed in the back of the car and the lights are disappearing down Moonlight Path, we go back inside.

“If he isn’t the one to put the glass on my porch and the nails behind my tire, who is?” Heather asks. “Could Corbin have done it?”

“I don’t know,” I say.

“What is it, Dean?” Xavier asks.

“It’s just what Shriver said about Corbin. He said that Corbin crossed somebody. Not he might have or if he crossed somebody. That he did.”

“He was murdered,” Heather points out. “I think that it’s fairly clear someone was upset with him.”

“But the way Shriver said it. It was like it didn’t come as a surprise,” I say. “I think there’s more we need to know about Corbin Vining.”


[image: ]

[image: ]

As it turns out, the digging into Corbin’s past has already begun. As soon as the medical examiner determined that he was murdered, the investigation ramped up, and Detective Bronson Started running searches. I’m shocked when he drops a thick folder onto the table in front of me early the next morning when I go to the station.

“It’s like you read my mind,” he says. “I was going to tell you to come in here so I could go over all this with you. It seems our victim wasn’t quite the sleepy Twilight Cove local we thought he was. Well, Corbin Vining might have been. But Deacon Gold wasn’t. And neither was Doug Oakley. But considering they are all the same person according to their fingerprints, I think it’s safe to just bundle them all up together.”

“He had two identities other than his real one?” I ask.

“More than that,” the detective says. “He went by at least six different aliases. And he certainly got around. A lot of what he got wrapped up in was pretty small, so he only served actual time twice. All the other times, it was warnings or community service. He bounced around enough that judges didn’t start recognizing him. They could look at his record, but we both know that doesn’t always happen.”

“It looks like most of the crimes he committed weren’t major in terms of their severity, but this is the kind of stuff that gets you on the wrong side of some very dangerous people. Illegal betting. Drugs. Fraud. Shriver must have known about some of this shit. He said that Corbin crossed somebody. And now I can see why.”

“It looks like retaliation,” Detective Bronson says.

I flip through the list of all of Corbin’s infractions over the years.

“Yeah, but why in Heather’s house? He could have pissed off the wrong guy, turned evidence, and gotten some of the others tossed behind bars. There are a number of things he could have done to get on the wrong end of a gun barrel, but that doesn’t explain why somebody would want to kill him in a house owned by somebody he’d never even met. I’m going to talk to Amelia about this. Do you want to be there?”

“You handle it,” he says. “I’m going to see how many of these guys I can track down and try to talk to them about Corbin. See if they know anything.”

“Catch you later.”

I walk out into the parking lot where Xavier is having a video chat with Cupcake.

“I still contend the Army of Oz is the only one I have room for in my life,” he says. “I have to go. Dean is here.”

“Trying to convince you of the wonders of TikTok again?” I ask as we cross the parking lot to the car.

“She wants me to dance, Dean.”

“It happens,” I say.
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We get to Amelia’s house and pull into the driveway. She is outside, tossing a full bag into the trash can pulled up to the side of the attached garage. She pauses and raises her hand over her eyes to block the glare of the sun so she can see us better as we pull up.

“Hi,” she says when we get out of the car.

“Hi, Amelia,” I say. “Do you have a few minutes to talk?”

“Sure,” she says. “I was just outside going through some old boxes from the attic. Come on back here with me.”

We follow her through the gate into the backyard and onto the patio where she has several old cardboard boxes.

“It’s amazing how much stuff just accumulates,” she says, sitting back down in a chair she has close beside the boxes. “I don’t even remember the last time I actually went up in the attic for anything but boxes of Christmas ornaments. But I have to keep myself busy.”

“Why didn’t you tell me about Corbin’s criminal record?” I ask.

She pauses, her hands inside a box. She takes a breath and straightens. “It’s not something I really like to talk about,” she says.

“I understand that,” I say. “But when we are investigating a man’s death, don’t you think that it would be important to be completely honest about him? From the way you talked about him, it sounded like he spent his entire life here in Twilight Cove. That he just worked hard and had big dreams. But now I find out that a good portion of the last five years was spent in other places. A couple of those places are Department of Corrections facilities.”

“He served his time,” she says.

“Yes,” I say. “He did. For a long list of crimes that he should have spent more time behind bars for. But he didn’t. Which tells me he flipped on people. And that does not go over well in a lot of circles.”

“For a while, Corbin did long-distance trucking. Obviously, that means he was away from home a lot. I thought he was just working and that he was doing really well, but it turned out that while he was on the road, he was getting into things that he shouldn’t have. I found out when I got a call from North Carolina that he needed me to send him some money. This was before he had gotten into any trouble, so I didn’t know what was going on. I didn’t find out until later that he had lost a ton of money in an illegal gambling den and I needed to help him pay it back.

“Pretty soon after that, things got bad. He got arrested a few times, and every time he promised that he was going to get out of it and that he wasn’t doing any of it anymore. But then it would happen again. And finally, he ended up serving time for it. Everything was good for a little while after he got out, but then it happened again, and he was sent right back. It wasn’t until that second time when he was sentenced that I found out about the aliases and all of the minor charges he had faced and managed to keep from me,” she says. “He lost his job, and he started over.”

“And you didn’t think that any of that could have anything to do with his death?” I ask.

“He started over,” she says again.

“We know now that he did not kill himself in Heather’s house because he loved it so much and couldn’t buy it. Or even because he was having an affair and couldn’t cope with it ending. He was murdered. So why was he in that house?” I ask.

“I don’t know why he was there,” she says. “Like I said, that day he said he was running errands. All I know is that he used to go into that house all the time. I knew that somebody still owned it, but after it had been a few years since anybody had come to stay in it, he just considered it abandoned. So he used to go inside. He said he liked to look around and make plans for what he would do when he could renovate it.”

“How did he get inside?” I ask.

“I guess he walked through the door,” she says. “He did some flooring work in it once a long time ago. Years. For all I know, he swiped a key and got it copied so he was able to go in again.”

“Do you know what time he left to run his errands that morning?” I ask.

“Not specifically,” she says. “I didn’t check the clock or anything.”

“Do you have a doorbell camera?” Xavier asks.

“No,” she says.

“How about your neighbors?”

“I don’t know,” she says.

“But we could ask,” I say.

It only takes knocking on two doors for me to find the camera. A neighbor across the street and diagonal from the Vining home shows me the footage from the morning Corbin died. The angle is just enough for the door to the attached garage to be in the frame. Around ten that morning, the door to the garage opens, and a car comes out. It backs down the driveway and then heads down the street in the opposite direction of the camera.

We go back to Amelia to tell her what we saw.

“That sounds about right,” she says.

“Is there anything else about Corbin that I should know?” I ask.

“No,” she says.

“Call me if you can think of anything. Come on, X,” I say. I look up and see him standing at the back door, looking at the knob. “X?”

“Why did you have Rick open this door?” he asks.

“Because I was locked out,” Amelia says. “I wanted to get back in.”

“But why the back door? Why not the front door? You went around and checked the front door and then came back here and called him. Why didn’t you just wait at the front door and have him open that one for you?” he asks.

Small spots of color come to her cheeks. “I don’t know. I guess it was just that this was the one that I accidentally locked, so I figured it was the one that he should let me through.”

“I guess that makes sense,” Xavier says. He smiles at her. “Have a good afternoon. Good luck with your boxes.”

“Bye.”

We walk out of the yard and get into the car.

“It doesn’t make sense, Dean,” he says.

“The front door probably has a deadbolt,” I say. “That would be really difficult to open. The back door is just a simple lock, so that would be the easiest thing for him to do.”

“I know that,” Xavier says.

“Then why doesn’t it make sense?” I ask.

“Because that’s not what she said. She said it was just because that was the door that she got locked out of. Why wouldn’t she say that it was because it was the easier lock? I don’t know for sure that there is a deadbolt on her front door. But I do know there’s no camera.”
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“According to Bronson, of the accomplices and people associated with the crimes Corbin committed, the majority are serving time. There are a couple who are out, and he was able to catch up with one of them, and they weren’t exactly devastated to hear of Corbin’s murder. They said they would have killed him if they’d been able to get a hold of him, but they weren’t able to find him.”

I walk into the sitting room on the opposite side of the entryway from the room where Corbin was killed and set a plate of crackers down on the coffee table. Heather is sitting on the floor next to the table, and she reaches out to grab a cracker, smearing it with cream cheese and adding a dollop of onion jam.

“I guess that’s the point of having aliases,” Xavier says. “It keeps people from figuring out who you are and where to find you if they want to kill you.”

I sit down and reach for my drink, cringing a little at the stab of pain that shoots through my arm.

“Is that feeling any better?” Heather asks.

“It’s better,” I say. “It still sucks, but I’ll get over it.”

I don’t tell her that it’s not the pain of the gash across my arm that bothers me the most. It’s wondering why it’s there. I was genuine when I told her I don’t scare easily. They are going to have to try a whole lot harder than an intentionally missed gunshot to scare me away from anything. But it was too close to Xavier. Too close to all the other people who were on Main Street. I don’t like the idea of lives being at risk because someone wanted to send me a message. Especially when I can’t even be sure what that message is. I’ve gotten close to something. I just don’t know what.

“What’s this?” Xavier asks, picking up a piece of paper from the side table.

“Oh, it’s just a piece of junk mail,” Heather says. “I got it today. I just didn’t get around to throwing it out. It’s just a ‘To Resident’ letter. I still haven’t gotten anything actually addressed to me at this address yet.”

“Did you see this?” Xavier asks me.

“No, what is it?” I ask.

“Apparently, there is going to be a Harvest Festival next week. Proceeds are benefitting the Historical Society. And look who is posing it up with the head of the society for publicity.”

He hands it over to me, and I feel my lip curl when I look at the picture.

“Who is it?” Heather asks.

“Alec Walker,” I say, handing the paper back over to Xavier so he can return it to the table.

“Who is Alec Walker?” she asks.

“Just someone I have had the displeasure of dealing with during an ongoing investigation,” I tell her, not wanting to get into any details.

She puts the rest of her cracker in her mouth and chews, looking like she is contemplating something.

“Something wrong?” Xavier asks.

“No,” she says. “It’s just that name. It sounds really familiar. I feel like I’ve heard it or seen it before.”

“You very well might have,” I say. “He is a prominent member of the community here.”

“That’s not it,” she says. “It isn’t the Alec part, it’s the Walker.” Her eyes open a little wider. “I remember. I read about a guy with the last name Walker when I was researching the house. I was reading old newspaper articles about the things that have happened here, especially about the Hughes family. It was a big deal when it happened, and there were several articles written about it from the time that their son, Thatcher, went missing until well after Evelyn’s body was found. But in one of them, it described how she was found… Hold on. Give me a second. I’m going to see if I can pull up that newspaper online.”

She searches for a few moments.

“Here it is. The man who found Evelyn’s body and prompted the search of the house that led to the discovery of the blood was a doctor by the name of Hubert Walker.”

“A doctor?” I ask.

“Yeah. It says that he had a standing appointment with Lucas and that when he didn’t show up for the appointment, Walker got concerned about him. He sent a messenger, but no one answered the door, so he went up there himself the next day. He said he was able to smell the decomposition, and that’s how he found Evelyn. Then the police came, and they went into the house, where they found the blood in the upstairs room but no sign of Lucas. Do you think they could be related?”

I think about Phaedra and Charlotte. He was following right in his ancestor’s footsteps.

“Let’s see if we can find out,” I say.

Heather takes out a laptop, which will be easier for us all to look at than a phone screen. I know exactly where I want to look.

“The Twilight Cove Board of Community Enrichment?” Heather reads the headline of the website.

“Yes,” I say, navigating the site to get to the listing of the members. “And this is Alec Walker. Each of the members of the Board has their biography on here. They all have deep roots in the community and want everyone to know it.”

I read the biography attached to Alec’s picture.

“Right here. ‘Descendant of one of the founding residents of Twilight Cove, Hubert Walker, a prestigious doctor with a long career serving the island. He was well-known for his contributions to the community made alongside other influential people of the day.’”

It’s right there in front of me. It’s coded, but I can see through it. The Board is not new. It’s not even recent. It formed a century ago in the earliest days of the town.

It leaves me wondering what Hubert Walker knew and why he was the one to discover the tragic and mysterious scene. As that thought churns through my mind, something else starts to form. I search for Hubert Walker and other early families of Twilight Cove. I browse through images from across the island and stop on one.

“This is right down the street,” I point out to Heather, showing her the image of three men, including Walker, standing on a rocky ledge overlooking the water.

“That’s Lucas Hughes,” she tells me. “To the left of Walker.”

She pulls the computer around to run a search, bringing up an article and showing me a picture of the missing man. I scan through the article and am surprised to scroll down and find an image of the study with blood visible on the floor. Behind the bloody spot on the floor is a closet, the door standing open and coats visible inside.

“I guess there weren’t as many regulations then about what could be printed in the newspaper,” she says. “You know, all of these articles talk about the Hughes family in such glowing terms and imply how popular they are. But then the quote that they choose to include is just for some random person in the community, and he said essentially that he wasn’t surprised something bad happened to them, because they had it coming. Not those words, but that’s what it sounds like.”

The fragments of thought fall into place, and suddenly, I can’t believe that I missed it.

“Heather, when was this house built?” I ask.

“Right around the turn of the century,” she says.

“And when did the Hughes family tragedy happen?” I ask.

“Twenty-five.”

“I need to find a map of the town from that era,” I say.

We eventually find what I’m looking for, and I use the house on Moonlight Path to orient myself to the unfamiliar layout of the community as it was then. Now I know what I believe Hubert Walker was hiding—and what the Board continues to hide a hundred years later.

“Have you been down in the basement?” I ask.

“Yeah,” she says. “It wasn’t a pleasant experience, but I did it.”

“Can you show me?” I ask.

We go down into the basement, and Heather turns on a light. I walk around, looking at all the walls and checking the ceiling.

“What are you looking for?” Heather asks.

I go around an L-shaped bend in the room and see what looks like a vault door embedded in the wall.

“What’s that?” I ask.

“A safe,” she says. “I already looked in it. It’s empty.”

I go over to the door and open it. Heather goes to walk around me into the room, but I stop her. Taking out my phone, I turn on the flashlight and shine it into the vault.

“Plain sight,” I say. “Always the best hiding place.”

“Hiding place for what?” Heather asks. “Can you just tell me what you’re thinking?”

I shine the light down on the floor. It’s faint, but there is a streak of dirt across the floor.

“Where did that come from?” she asks.

“Xavier,” I say. “Do you think you could take a look?”

I hold the light as he goes inside. He looks around, and I see him touch his hands to the walls. He runs his fingers over the rivets in the metal. After a few seconds, he presses down on one, and with a groaning sound, a panel moves slightly out of place. He grips the edge and pulls it to the side, revealing a door.

“How did you know about that?” Heather asks.

“We have a couple of very similar things at home,” I tell her. “But this is something we don’t have.”

I walk into the room and push the door further so I can shine my light beyond it.

“Holy hell,” Heather says, looking as far down the corridor that the panel revealed as the light will show.

“I can’t believe I didn’t think of this until now,” I say. “In my last investigation, one I’m still truly trying to unravel completely, someone used a network of tunnels to move around a theme park unnoticed. The tunnels were built under the theme park intentionally as a way to keep employees out of sight of the guests and make it easier to move around. There were hidden hatches at different places around the park and in different buildings. It’s not a completely revolutionary idea. There are other parks that do the same thing, but these were extraordinary for their time.

“Wonderland Park was built on the grounds of a very old amusement park and then was developed into the kind of theme park that is more recognizable now. The family that developed it had deep roots in Echo Harbor, which even at the time was strongly connected to Twilight Cove. And I think they got the idea for those tunnels from ones they already knew about.”

“Rum running,” Xavier says.

I nod. “With this house set right next to the water like it is, it’s the ideal hub for bringing in rum. If I’m not mistaken, there’s an offshoot to this tunnel that connects out to the beach. Boats would arrive and unload their cargo without any concern that they’d be seen because this is the only house in the area. They’d bring the cargo in through the tunnel and then distribute it. Most of it would have been kept here for parties and private gatherings, but the Hughes family probably made a massive amount of money selling what came into the other places on the island.

“I know most of the houses that were around then have long since been destroyed and replaced, but if you knew where to look, the access points would still be there. I bet if we follow this tunnel, it will have plenty of stories to tell… and will lead us to one house in particular.”

I bring up the map that I looked at before coming down to the basement.

“Everything was very different then. This whole area,” I say, pointing out a specific spot on the map, “is a neighborhood now. And the location of this hotel should look very familiar.”

“How could these still exist?” Heather asks, sounding horrified. “There are just tunnels all over the town so anyone could go wherever they please?”

“I doubt that,” Xavier says. “Smuggling would only have existed between the water and very specific locations. It would have been unrealistic to assume that the people planning the entirety of the community wanted to combat Prohibition. But some of the most powerful and wealthiest people of the time certainly would have. There are likely only a few tunnels.”

“And I think that most of them have been sealed at this point. This isn’t a piece of history that the people in charge of Twilight Cove want people to know about,” I say. “And there are secrets they would be more than happy to bury.”

“Then why is this one still open?” she asks.

“Because someone found it and opened it,” I say. “And maybe parts of it were never closed.”

“What’s already hidden doesn’t need to be hidden again,” Xavier says.

I realize as we’ve talked that we’ve moved into the tunnel, drifting down it like it’s drawing us in. I start to turn around, and my light sweeps over the wall.

“Look,” I say, pointing out an uneven area. “This is new. This isn’t part of the original wall. There’s another section of the tunnel behind here.”

Xavier looks around. “The dimensions are very strange considering the layout of the rest of the house. This piece of tunnel would only be a few yards at the most. Unless…”

“Unless it went up,” Heather says. She yanks her phone out and looks at the screen again, then heads out of the tunnel toward the basement. “I need to see something.”

We go back up to the second floor and into the room that used to be Lucas Hughes’s study. She goes over to the closet door on the far wall and opens it. It’s empty except for a couple of hangers.

“What are we looking at?” I ask.

“The hangers,” she says. “Look.”

She shows me the picture on her phone, and my attention is drawn to the open closet again.

“Those coats are hanging evenly,” I say.

“Exactly,” Heather says. “But look at the hangers now. Look how close they are to that back wall. There’s no way anything would hang like that.”

“Maybe the hangers are smaller?” I ask, feeling almost ridiculous just making the statement.

“Or maybe the wall is closer,” Heather says. “There was no blood found anywhere else in the house. The police and Dr. Walker had to break into the house because it was locked.”

“Just like with Corbin,” I say.

She nods. “Lucas had to have gone somewhere.”

“And someone trying to cover up what really happened would hide it right in plain sight,” I say under my breath, looking at the closet. “He brought them right up to where it happened and let them see it for themselves. They just didn’t even know what they were seeing.”

I walk over to the closet and tap on the wall. It’s hollow.

“You said you wanted to do renovations in here, right?” I ask.

“Yes,” Heather says.

“Do you have a hammer handy?”

Heather goes downstairs and comes back with a hammer. I smash the head against the wall, easily breaking through. I pull it back and go for another blow.

“I have a sledgehammer in the garage,” she tells me. “Let me go get it.”

She walks out of the room, and I continue using the basic hammer, soon turning it around to use the claw to peel away parts of the thin wall. I break through further and am able to rip away a large section.

“I don’t need the sledgehammer,” I say to Xavier.

I move away another large chunk, and his hand clenches down on my shoulder. I look down and see a narrow staircase leading down, crossing behind the wall of the room next door and down into the tunnel in the basement. And draped across the steps, bound together with stained clothing, are bones.

Downstairs, Heather screams.
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I run down the stairs as fast as I can and skid to a stop when I see Rick Dollins with his arm tight around Heather’s neck from behind, his other hand with a knife at her belly.

“Rick, stop,” I say. “Let her go.”

“No,” he says. “I tried to do this the easy way. I tried to make sure that it didn’t come to this.”

“Rick,” I say, starting to move toward him. “This is not going to help anything.”

He notices me taking a step and grips her harder. She gasps as his arm yanks her head back against his shoulder and the knife presses into her.

“Just stop,” he says. “Don’t get anywhere near me.” His eyes squeeze closed. “This is all her fault. She caused this. She did this.”

“Your wife?” I ask.

His eyes open. “She ruined my future. She took it away from me.”

The words echoing the ones in the note found beside Corbin’s body are chilling.

“Rick, we found her. It’s over. You can’t hide it anymore. You need to just let Heather go.”

I notice the sledgehammer that Heather had gone out to get lying on the floor. There’s no way I can grab it.

“No, I don’t,” Rick says. “No one is going to find out. Heather will just be gone. She changed her mind about living here. All the strange things she kept experiencing were just too much for her.”

“That isn’t going to work,” I say. “We found the tunnels. We found your wife.”

Rick throws Heather to the side and launches himself at me, the knife held high above his head. I catch his wrist, forcing the tip of the blade away from me. Heather is lying on the ground, her eyes closed. I push back against Rick, but the steps beneath my feet make me unstable, and I feel like I’m going to fall over backward as he pushes back. Suddenly, he lets out a grunt and collapses into me, the knife falling from his hand. I’m able to grab hold of him and flip him over, twisting his arm behind his back to keep him still. Xavier is in a heap on the floor at the bottom of the steps.

“Where did you come from?” I ask.

“I came down the other staircase,” he tells me.

“Check on Heather. Call the police.”
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“I guess this is your official welcome to the Twilight Cove Regional Hospital,” I say, setting the “Get well” balloons beside Heather.

“Lovely,” she says. “Glad I’m getting the full tour.”

“I made this for you,” Xavier says, presenting her with a crocheted flower.

“It’s beautiful. Thank you.” She turns the flower around in her hand, looking at it from all angles. “I wish I could do something like this.”

“I can teach you,” Xavier offers.

“Really?”

“If he can teach a bunch of maximum-security convicts, he can teach you,” I say.

She lifts her eyebrow questioningly, and I shake my head.

“Story for another time.”

Heather sets the flower aside. “It was Rick’s wife?” Her voice is sad, just loud enough for me to hear.

“Yes,” I tell her. “She didn’t leave him. He killed her in their home and then brought her to your house to conceal her. He knew about the staircase leading into the tunnel and used that to hide her. He intended to go back to move her, but never did.”

“Why my house?” she asks.

“When the detective interviewed him last night, he said that Corbin discovered the tunnel years ago. That’s what started his real obsession with the house. He didn’t tell anybody other than Rick and Amelia. It was sealed up, but when he opened it up, it led right to your house. Once they decided your house had been abandoned, they started visiting there pretty regularly. Then when Rick found out that his wife was leaving him and he killed her, he immediately thought of the house. No one would know she was there.”

“But what happened to Corbin?” she asks. “Was he having an affair with Rick’s wife?”

“No,” I tell her. “But that’s what they wanted everyone to believe.”

“They?”

“Rick and Amelia. They’ve been close friends for a lot of years. In fact, they were friends before Rick and Corbin knew each other. They commiserated with each other through a lot of difficult times in their marriages, and Rick confided in her about what happened to his wife. Amelia actually helped him conceal her. Then when you came along and they thought you were planning on doing renovations to the house, they realized how much trouble that could cause. At some point, you were going to find the body. They decided that they needed a way to distance themselves, and they decided to target Corbin.

“Amelia was tired of how miserable their marriage had become. He had caused such incredible damage with his gambling and the criminal charges. She couldn’t stand it anymore and had no intention of letting him drag her down anymore. So he became the scapegoat. They concocted a story that was supposed to look like he had killed himself because of his guilt over the murder and obsession with the house.”

“And then we realized it was murder and not suicide,” Heather says.

“They had prepared for that. It would completely ruin their plan because they knew it would blow their cover for the body being in the wall, but they still prepared for it. They thought they were being smart,” I say.

“How did they get Corbin into the house?” she asks.

“The original entrance to the tunnel from the beach,” I tell her. “That call that Amelia made while she was on camera really was to him. It’s on his phone too. But she wasn’t asking him to come help her. She was telling him to meet Rick on the beach, that he had a plan for how they were going to get the house back. Corbin didn’t know about the body, but Rick knew how passionate Corbin was about the house. He would do whatever it took to get you away.

“And that’s where the cover came in. Rick and Amelia both needed to be seen nowhere near the house or Corbin. So they made sure his car was seen in front of the house, and she had a video of herself outside. Then she made the call to Corbin, and Rick showed up at the house. They went inside, and he went through the tunnel to your house to meet Corbin. They went into the house, and he killed him, then he went back to Amelia’s house and was able to be seen at his next appointment, right on time.”

“So it was Corbin who left the glass and the nails,” she says.

“We don’t know for sure, but it’s a reasonable guess.”

She lets out a breath and leans back against the bed, staring up at the ceiling like she’s processing everything.

“What are you going to do now?” Xavier asks. “Are you going to leave Twilight Cove?”

“Absolutely not,” Heather says. “My grandmother wanted me here.”

“What about the house?”

“I’m still going to turn it into a bed-and-breakfast. I think I’ll print out copies of all the stories and have them there for guests to read,” she says.

“Well, the tunnels and their history aren’t going to be able to stay a secret anymore,” I say. “And I have a feeling there’s going to be even more interest in Twilight Cove.”
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After leaving the hospital, Xavier and I go back to the hotel. He goes to his room to decompress, needing some time to himself. I pull out Martha’s scrapbooks again. I had gotten so distracted by trying to unravel the beginnings of her relationship with Hayden that I never created the timeline of where the carnival traveled and when. I take out my notepad and pen and start going through the advertisements and announcements, tracing their movements through the years.

When I get to twenty years ago, my stomach drops. I read the newspaper clipping and look at the flier again, just to make sure. Consulting my phone, I gauge the distance between Echo Harbor and where the carnival was stopped during the week Bess Sims was murdered. Less than twenty minutes away.

I find an image of a vigil held for Bess and look at the mourners gathered around a pile of flowers.

A face in the crowd catches my eye, and I zoom in on it. Alec Walker. And to either side of him, two other members of the Board.

“What were they hiding for you?” I whisper to the screen. My head slowly tilts to the side as my thoughts shift and the image of flames burns at the edge of my mind. “Or maybe you were the one who should have been hiding.”
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Dear Reader,

Thank you so much for choosing to read Murder in Twilight Cove! I’m so happy you stuck with Dean through all the twists and turns of this case, and I hope you enjoyed digging deeper into the mystery surrounding The Board. This book brought Dean closer to some big revelations—especially when it came to unraveling the hidden threads connecting back to this powerful group. And then there’s Joseph Palmer. Let’s just say, what he was facing before his death may be more important than anyone realized... but I won’t spoil anything here. You’ll just have to keep reading to see how it all unfolds!

I’ve loved watching Dean push himself further, even if it means putting himself in danger to get closer to the truth. I hope you’ve enjoyed the ride as much as I have! If you could take a moment to share your thoughts by leaving a review for Murder in Twilight Cove, I’d be enormously grateful. Your feedback helps shape Dean's future adventures and ensures that I keep delivering the mysteries you love.

If the suspense and unexpected twists of this story had you hooked, then let me recommend Murder in the Pines as your next must-read. The story follows Detective Riley Quinn, who much like Dean, isn’t afraid to go the extra mile to uncover the truth—no matter how dangerous the path gets. But Pine Brooke brings a new kind of tension, where past and present collide, and long-buried secrets refuse to stay hidden. As Riley searches for a missing young woman, she’s drawn into a tangled web of mysteries that hit unsettlingly close to home. If small-town intrigue, shocking revelations, and relentless detectives are your thing, then dive into the Pine Brooke series and discover what’s lurking in the shadows of the idyllic pines.

Thank you for your support and for joining me on this journey. I can't wait to hear your thoughts and have you alongside Dean on his next adventure!

Yours,

A.J. Rivers

P.S. If for some reason you didn’t like this book or found typos or other errors, please let me know personally. I do my best to read and respond to every email at mailto:aj@riversthrillers.com

P.P.S. If you would like to stay up-to-date with me and my latest releases I invite you to visit my Linktree page at www.linktr.ee/a.j.rivers to subscribe to my newsletter and receive a free copy of my book, Edge of the Woods. You can also follow me on my social media accounts for behind-the-scenes glimpses and sneak peeks of my upcoming projects, or even sign up for text notifications. I can't wait to connect with you!
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