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            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      The forest was a postapocalyptic wasteland. Singed, black remains. Life barely hanging on. The air was thick and chalky, permeated by the scent of charred meat.

      The body was face down in the scorched earth. Strips of burned cotton and denim crisscrossed over the blackened muscle and sinew. 

      Cal Fire Captain Womak removed his red helmet and knelt beside the remains. He fought a juvenile instinct to poke the body with a stick, but he knew they couldn’t risk contaminating anything until the suits arrived. It was likely a woman—shoulders slender, hips sharp—and likely Caucasian. But it was hard to tell much else. His own medical knowledge extended only as far as phlebotomy and CPR.

      “Flames get her?” Firefighter Martinez asked, sauntering over. He held his dingy yellow helmet beneath his arms. His tanned face was streaked with ash and sweat, and his yellow brush pants were nearly black with residue. 

      “Hard to say. But yeah, could be smoke inhalation. That’d make ten gone to Hades from this bitch.” 

      “Any idea who she is?”

      Womak swiveled his head. “Nah. It’ll probably take dental records to ID her.” He stood, glanced up at the decimated landscape, then back to the body. “What’s the word on containment?”

      Martinez flubbed his lips. “Twenty percent, maybe. Fire lines are contained but moving.”

      “Better call it in then.”

      “Don’t know why people won’t listen and evacuate when they’re told.”

      Womak exhaled a lamentable purr. “The day these hillbillies listen to anything other than Reddit boards will be the day hell freezes. Go call it in.”

      Martinez nodded and headed for the engine. 

      Womak knelt again and, against better judgment, gently brushed the singed hair from the woman’s face. Her eyes were closed. She was almost peaceful in her darkened grave. But even so he could hear the phantom of her choking as smoke clouded her lungs. The shrill shriek of agony as flesh melted from skin. He’d been battling fires on the front line for long enough to know it was not the way he’d want to go. 

      Martinez was back shortly. “Coroner is on her way. We should get moving. Just got the call the fire’s creeping over the lines again.”

      Womak nodded then noticed something strange. He peered closer at the woman’s abdomen.

      “Martinez—what’s that?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            From the Sacramento Daily Chronicle

          

        

      

    

    
      Sacramento, CA: The body of a woman was discovered in Plumas National Forest near the town of Sierra Ridge among the vestiges of the Green Ridge Fire that ravished the area last week. The body has yet to be publicly identified pending notification of next of kin. Sources have confirmed, however, that the woman was a resident of the small village of Sierra Ridge, a quiet mountain town of approximately six hundred people tucked away in one of the most remote parts of Plumas County at the base of the Sierra Nevada foothills. 

      The cause of death is not yet confirmed but there is speculation she may be one of the ten casualties claimed by the Ridge Fire.

      Sierra Ridge sustained significant damage during the fire, and many notable town structures were burned along with acres of residential property. The town’s residences were evacuated shortly after the fire grew to one hundred thousand acres and came within one mile of the town limits; however many residents were reluctant to heed the evacuation orders. The numbers on casualties and hospitalizations are still coming in from local authorities. The fire is currently forty percent contained. 

      Wildfires have ravished many parts of rural California for the past few years, sometimes jumping containment lines and razing entire communities to the ground. Authorities urge all residents in fire zones to remain on alert and prepare for last-minute evacuations, and to heed directions from local fire departments. 

      This is an ongoing story and as further details come in, we will report back.

    

  







            Chapter One

          

          

      

    

    






One week earlier

        

      

    

    
      Sharpe’s spotted hands trembled as they clutched my Tibetan teacup. I observed him with a researcher’s curiosity as he raised the indigo ceramic to his lips, a few droplets falling to a grizzly beard more salt than pepper. His other hand fisted and unfurled in a rhythmic cadence. His foggy eyes—encased in seven decades of hard living—were uncharacteristically shifty. The smell of Lapsang blended with the alpine morning as a dewy breeze nipped at my neck. Despite the crisp air, he was sweating beneath his leather motorcycle vest.

      At first, I thought maybe I’d been the one to mix up the days. Sharpe was punctual to the point of annoyance for most people—once a soldier, always one he’d said. Now he was muttering in between sips of tea, his mind fractured into two places and times.

      “Sharpe, you’re not making sense,” I said.

      He blinked. “Sorry, Daphne. A lot on my mind. What were you saying?”

      I studied him, trying to make sense of this alternate version of John Sharpe who was irritable and distracted and not the usual jovial old biker I’d come to call friend over the past six months. So many scenarios danced through my mind—was he drinking too much? Was his medication off? Had he finally slipped into the senility he always joked about? 

      “You said something about Francisco,” I said. 

      His hands shook harder, nearly dropping the cup. He steadied the one hand with the other and with a thin smile set the cup on the small wooden table between us on the porch. 

      “Who’s Francisco?” I pushed.

      He wiped his lips with a faded red bandanna. “It’s nothing, love. Just so much on my mind. I guess I’m getting old after all. Mixing up appointments, talking to myself.” He grinned, teeth tinged ashy from a lifetime of too many cigarettes and not nearly enough brushing.

      “Are you sure you wouldn’t like to have your appointment today anyway? I have some time before my first patient arrives.”

      He shook his head fervently. “No. No, I shouldn’t. I just mixed the day up. First time for everything, right? It’s better to stay on schedule.”

      “Are you sure you’re alright?”

      “What? Right as rain, Daphne.”

      “Your hands are shaking.”

      He glanced down at his trembling hands—workingman’s hands, etched with spots and wrinkles. His steel veteran’s ring caught in the sunlight.

      “Fine, fine. It must be the dry air. Has me on edge.”

      I tried to decipher. Did he have some kind of concussion? “Sharpe, you’re not making sense. Why would dry air agitate you?”

      He blinked. “Huh? Fires, obviously. Can’t you smell it on the air? Yeah. Anyway, I should go. I remembered I got a date with a pool stick and my man Jack down at Scotty’s.” He patted his knee theatrically then pushed himself to standing. Then he snapped his fingers. “I just remembered why I came by. Wanted to get the name of that herb you recommended for my blood pressure. I’m gonna tell my man Jack about it. Doc in Chico is trying to shoot ’em up full of pills and I told him all about what your nature cures have done for my broken-down ass.”

      “You couldn’t have just texted me?”

      He looked genuinely affronted at the suggestion, his uncharacteristic irritation slipping back into his usual breezy demeanor. “Now why would I do that when I can stop by and see your pretty face?”

      “Well, I can’t argue that. It’s a tincture of marjoram, clary sage and basil. I can write it down if you’d like.”

      He offered me an Army salute. “Basil it is.”

      “Why don’t you come in and I’ll check you out? You’re already here.”

      He shook his head. “No, no. I need to prepare some things. Thanks for the tea, honey. I’ll see you tomorrow then.”
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        * * *

      

      The following morning was all routine as I prepped for a long day of patients—the same routine I’d practiced every day since moving to this sleepy hamlet tucked away in the Sierra Nevada mountains. Wake with the day’s genesis, yoga, check my garden, then watch the aurora break through the night sky with scratches of watercolors as I stand on my front porch. The same melodic mountain birds welcomed the day. The same dewy smells crept in from the alpines. I closed my eyes and breathed in the aroma of herbs, of the earth pulsing and growing. Some might call it mundane, but it was a solace I'd desperately craved after the nightmare of the pandemic and the swell of events that had plagued my life in San Francisco. The mountains were freeing. They allowed the soul to open and welcome nature at its purest. Up here, I was humbled by the greatness of the natural world. Up here, I could close my eyes and think. Could breathe.

      I went to fix another cup of tea before my first patient arrived and found my stash empty but for the box mother had sent last week. I glared at the little recycled cardboard box etched with zen platitudes before thrusting it to the back of the cupboard. I’d rather go tealess than give her the satisfaction. I settled for fresh mint from my garden steeped in hot water and sat at my reconditioned wood desk to prepare.

      I opened my leather appointment book and scanned my day's schedule. Yes, I'm a twenty-seven-year-old who prefers pen and paper to an online calendar. My mother calls it the irony of my generation. Her generation was so desperate to create technology. Mine seems to be desperate to shed it. It was a relatively busy day—five patients—including Sharpe. After his strange behavior yesterday, I was eager to root out what was bothering him.

      I set about preparing the workroom for my first patient. I pulled out the oils and herbs, set up the massage table and read up on the progress we'd made last week. I set out chilled lemon water and lit three sage candles to clear the air of any negative energy. I wanted my patients to feel as relaxed as possible in my little sanctuary. 

      Orla arrived right on time. 

      "Hey girl," she said through a smoker's filter as she stepped into my cabin. 

      "Good morning, Orla. How's the back?"

      She groaned and pressed a hand to her lower spine. "Tense today. Long shift at the warehouse last night."

      "I wish you wouldn't work such stressful hours," I said, leading Orla to the massage table.

      Orla snorted. "Oh yeah? Suppose you wish you could pay my rent then too?"

      I smiled thinly. "I know. It's just so hard on the body to work crouched over like that."

      "Your concern is adorable, Daphne dear. But it's wasted. Nothing to be done about the way things are. Is what it is, Dad woulda said."

      I gestured to the massage table. "Lie down, please."

      Orla lay out on her stomach. I pulled a lavender-infused towel from the warmer by the table and pressed it to her low back.

      "How’s that?" I asked. 

      She offered me a throaty groan in response, which I took for an affirmative. 

      "Have you been sticking to your diet?"

      Orla offered another groan, which was less optimistic.

      "Orla—"

      "Yeah, I'm trying. Best I can. But nobody wants to munch on carrots the morning after a good night out."

      I rolled my eyes over her head. "Perhaps fewer nights out then."

      Orla snorted what I assumed was a laugh and an assurance that advice would not be observed. 

      My session with Orla was followed by my other small circle of regulars. Dottie Woolworth with sciatica. Jamie the Younger (as he was referred to) with back pain from long hours in the logging mills. Drew Vasquez suffering from insomnia. When I first came to Sierra Ridge, I saw an opportunity. The people up here had lived hard—physical jobs, too much alcohol, no access to regular healthcare. There was currently no practicing physician within an hour's drive, so most people didn't bother. It was easier to self-medicate.

      At last, I settled in and eagerly waited for Sharpe, my favorite patient as well as my friend. I knew it probably seemed strange to people that a twenty-seven-year-old woman from the city would form a fast friendship with a seventy-year-old veteran with a penchant for light beer and motorcycles, but we’d clicked from our first meeting. He'd lived a rough life, and now his choices were starting to take their toll. But despite his physical ailments, his spirits were higher than ever, according to him, and he’d been eager for my advice.

      I sat and waited. The minutes ticked by until the full appointment hour had passed. And then another. I gave in and drank Mom’s tea, annoyed at how good it was. But Sharpe never showed. It was odd. He wasn't the type to run late, let alone completely forget his appointments. Despite his age, he was always exceptionally punctual. He always attributed that to his Army training (Once you've been conditioned like a dog to be attention ready at five a.m., ain't no going back!). In the six months we'd been seeing each other weekly, he'd never even rescheduled a session. And he’d confirmed only yesterday, even if he had been exceptionally on edge. I chewed my lip as I considered. It was only a missed appointment, so my rational mind told me not to worry. But combined with his strange behavior yesterday, something felt off.

      I stared out the window watching the afternoon sun dance around the mountain peaks. I was being ridiculous, surely. I eyed my cell on the table. I wasn't one to pester, but he wasn't one for texting, so maybe I'd just give him a quick call. Feeling unduly on edge, I dialed his number and waited. And waited. The ringing kept on until it finally clicked through to an automated voice mail. 

      "The caller you are trying to reach is unavailable…"

      Had he always had a nonpersonalized message? I couldn't remember ever leaving a message before. He was always lightning quick to answer any call—even when face down covered in hot stones. 

      I fumbled with my words, trying to sound blithe and not rattled. 

      "Hi, Sharpe. It's Daphne. Just checking in since you missed your appointment this afternoon. I'm sure it just slipped your mind but just wanted to check in and make sure everything's alright. Shoot me a quick call when you can."

      I hung up, feeling a thick lump settle into my gut. 

      The doorbell rang then, jolting me from my thoughts. I glanced up hopefully and saw the wide blue eyes of Willa Tull peering through the glass strip on the side of the front door. She cupped her hands on either side of her narrow face. When she spotted me, she stuck out her tongue like a six-year-old and not a sixtysomething woman.

      I waved at her through the window, and she stood upright, her fist colliding with the front door unnecessarily. Patience wasn’t exactly her strong suit. 

      “Willa,” I said, smiling as I opened the door. “Nice to see you. You don’t have an appointment today, do you?”

      “Don’t need a full hour. I don’t waste people’s time, and I expect them not to waste mine,” she snapped out. But I saw the slight twitch of a smile at her puckered red smoker’s lips. “Just need my goods.”

      “Sure thing. Come on in.” I ushered Willa inside and went to fetch the batch of therapeutic oils I’d blended specifically for her aches.

      “Your garden’s finally starting to look like something worth a shit,” Willa said as she strode in wearing a tight white tank top and tattered skinny jeans, her long legs ending in well-worn black motorcycle boots that clomped along my wood floorboards. “I can smell your basil from here.”

      "Thank you. I appreciated the tips you gave me. Seems to be working." She waved off the gratitude. "How are you feeling today?" 

      "Like a two-dollar whore on Sunday."

      "Hmm. I can't imagine that's a good thing. How's the back?"

      "Fucking pinched up like a nun's cunt."

      I tried to hide my smile. At first, Willa's crassness had nearly knocked me over. I'd never heard that kind of language before from an actual person—especially not a woman old enough to be someone's grandmother. I didn’t think I'd ever heard a four-letter word come out of my grandma's perfectly lipsticked mouth. Cursing is a sign of limited vocabulary, my Stanford-educated grandmother would say. I tended to agree with her, but then again, not many in the Stanford crowd had tattoo sleeves and a pack-a-day habit either. Now that I considered Willa a friend, I think she just liked to get under my skin.

      I had treated Willa for her arthritis and lower back pain a few times over the past few months. And while she was a bitter tea to swallow at first, like Sharpe she was instantly kind to me, willing to offer me a bit of information here and there about the town, who to trust, who to watch out for, as she'd put it with a wary side-eye. As though a nefarious underbelly hid just below the strata of this quaint mountain postcard. 

      Despite having been to my cabin many times, her sharp topaz eyes always gave it a calculating sweep as though scanning for anything suspicious. I imagined she was once a pretty woman, but a lifetime of hard living and dry mountain sun had taken its toll. Tattoos and scars decorated skin stretched thin over sharp bones and sinew. Smoking, drinking, late nights. I couldn't imagine she'd ever worn sunscreen. Like most people around here, she'd lived her life on her terms, and the consequences were rapidly catching up to her.

      I handed her the bag of oils. "Is this blend helping?"

      “I have to admit it is. Whatever voodoo magic you put in there gives a lot of relief to my old lady aches.” She flexed her fingers to demonstrate the increased mobility.

      "That's good. It's not magic, just plants. Most modern medicine is derived from plants you know. They can be powerful stuff."

      She shrugged and took the bag. "Saves me from having to trek my ass to the clinic and deal with Medicaid, so much appreciated, girl." She pulled out a stack of bills and laid out the agreed amount. 

      “You know if you cut out the cigarettes and whiskey, that would go a long way in reducing the inflammation too.”

      “Don’t push your luck, new girl.”

      I laughed. "Can I take a look?"

      She shrugged and extended her hands. I gently felt the tendons and skeletal structure of her boney hands, massaging the knotted joints.

      “Definitely better. Can I see your back?”

      She sat backward on one of my kitchen chairs and tugged her shirt up. “Have at it.”

      I ran my fingers delicately along the curve of her spine where her paper-thin skin stretched like nylon over sharp bones.

      “Here, one second.” I rubbed some premixed oils onto my hands then gently massaged it into her back. She closed her eyes and sank into the soothing pressure. 

      I finished up, and Willa stretched out like a cat postnap. 

      "Don’t care what you say. You've got some voodoo shit in there. Goddamn."

      I smiled. “Thanks. Glad I can help.”

      She looked at me with uncharacteristic warmth. “It’s a good thing you’re striving for here, Daphne. A woman needs her own thing. A way to take care of herself. I admire that in you. When I was young the preferred path was still just to find a good man. It was a hard thing for a girl to make it on her own. You keep it up. Don’t ever let a guy take any of this away from you.”

      I might have been imagining it, but I thought I detected some longing in her expression.

      “Thank you. I appreciate that. Independence has always been one of my core values.”

      Willa nodded briskly, her sentimental tone quickly fading. “Good. Keep it up and you might just survive this world.”

      “That’s the goal. Keep your appointment for next week?”

      "Sure thing. Now you coming by for dinner ever or what? Starting to border on rude, you know. Bess is fixin' up a barbecue Thursday night.”

      I felt my cheeks redden. I didn’t know why really, but I'd been putting off her invitation as politely as I could these past few weeks. I was running out of legitimate excuses. 

      "Let me see if I'm free."

      She snorted. "You and I both know you ain't got nothing going on ever. I’m one of the only friends you’ve got up here.” My cheeks heated at her truth. “And I know you didn't just refuse a barbecue dinner, young lady."

      "I'm a vegetarian," I said. 

      "I know that. Rabbit food can be grilled too. You make a cheap date. I'll give you that. So stop making excuses and come on over. I get sick of those bitches yakking all the time. Nice to have someone young around. Besides, a girl your age shouldn't be alone out here all the time. It'll just make you weird."

      "Alright, alright. You’ve made your point. Wouldn’t want to be weird."

      "Four o'clock Thursday. You can bring some wine."

      "Thanks for the invite. I'll be there."

      She reached for the doorknob.

      "Willa, wait. Have you—" I hesitated. Was I being paranoid? "Have you seen Sharpe today?"

      She twisted her mouth, considering for a beat. "Sharpey? Nah. Not today. Why?”

      I sighed. "Oh, nothing. I'm sure it's nothing anyway. He just missed his appointment this afternoon, which is really unlike him. He never flakes."

      She snorted a laugh. "He must be on his best behavior around you then. That man is flaky as dandruff. Always has been." 

      "Oh," I said dumbly. Willa's expression softened slightly.

      "Oh, you know him. He's getting a bit on in years. Probably just slipped his mind. Happens to the best of us. I'd check Scotty's. Sure he's a fifth of Jim Beam deep and just forgot all about your appointment."

      "Yeah, sure. You're probably right." I tried to brush it off but that didn’t mesh with the facts at hand.

      "Don't be so paranoid." She waved her hand, brushing off my concern. "I'll see your skinny ass Thursday."
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      After Willa left, I cleaned up my supplies for the day then pulled out my laptop and settled onto the couch to do some research on a new treatment I'd been reading about. A doctor was having all kinds of success in treating ADHD children with oil therapy. Not that I ever treated any children, at least not yet. But preparation was the key to prevention.

      The hours ticked by. I read article after article on various natural healing studies, but my mind was elsewhere. My rational mind knew I was overthinking, but something about Sharpe not showing up nagged at me. A missed appointment was hardly something to sound the alarm about, but I couldn’t shake the unsettling sensation slowly building deep in my gut. Maybe Willa was right. I was being a little paranoid over nothing. Maybe being up here alone was making me weird. But if there was one thing I always encouraged my clients to do, it was listen to their gut. If their gut was telling them something wasn't right, pay attention. I wondered if I should take my own advice.

      Despite what Willa said, it wasn't like Sharpe to flake. He was an Army man. Dependable, punctual. He lived and died by his routine. In fact, he usually arrived early because he enjoyed a few minutes of chat before we got down to therapy. We'd sip tea for a few minutes, and he would tell me about his day, all the mundane details of the life of a seventy-year-old retired Army veteran. He had no children, no wife, just a few friends down at Scotty’s bar. I knew people would think it was strange that I would befriend someone more than twice my age. But there's so much to be learned from someone like Sharpe. Someone full of wisdom and experience. Someone who chose life on his own terms—to live authentically and wholeheartedly in a world where everyone was a sellout. Some weeks I lived for our chats.

      The more I let myself dwell on it, the more my mind warred between worry and frustration. For all my dedication to calm, I was a born worrier. I'd always overthought things as a kid, mulling over every decision like it was life or death. Apparently, despite my mindfulness practice, I still defaulted to this state of mind when I was stressed. I guess he was getting old. Maybe he was more forgetful than I realized. And really, didn't people at any age just space things out? 

      I needed to get my mind on something else. I clicked open my Gmail and scrolled through the clutter of noise that littered our modern lives. I never subscribed to anything, but somehow the ads still found me, seeming to know exactly what my subconscious was craving. Adventure vacation packages. Sustainable cotton dresses. Extended education. My stomach tightened when I spotted my Google alerts.

      The first headline was an article about the company. I ground my teeth as my fingers twitched to click it. Don't do it, don’t do it. I didn't even know why I kept the alerts active. I knew reading anything about the company was only going to infuriate me. But like clickbait you know will lead down pointless rabbit holes, I found it impossible to resist. And I was doubly hard pressed to resist in moments of stress. Somehow my subconscious mind thought it would feed some need, but it always served the opposite purpose. 

      I closed the laptop. Not today, Daphne. Not today.

      No, what I needed was yoga. 

      I pulled out my embroidered bamboo mat and set it out on the small area of the living room I'd dedicated to mindfulness. I lit my sage candles and said a brief affirmation of gratitude before folding my body into Uttanasana then pressing back into Adho mukha svanasana.

      I breathed in and out, trying to find calm. Easier imagined than in practice. 

      The wind picked up outside, howling through the trees like a banshee in an old film. I lowered into Urdhva Mukha Svanasana, letting my back stretch, and searched my mind for possible answers. Patience. Yes, Daphne, patience and common sense were what I needed here. My mind was running away with itself. 

      A noise startled me from my concentration, and I stumbled in my pose. It sounded like the trash can being knocked over. I snapped up, instantly ruining all my relaxation. My heart picked up its pace. 

      The wind was roaring now. It was probably just a rogue breeze. Or a wild animal. There was no shortage of foxes, raccoons, and skunks roaming about in search of scraps. You had to be diligent about locking up your trash at night for fear of sneaky night prowlers on four legs. I'd had a near run-in with a nasty little raccoon only the week before, finding the duplicitous bandit helping himself to the compost pile in the garage. How he got in, I have no idea. They had little lock picks for fingers. 

      I pulled myself up into a seated fold and breathed again, searching for my lost concentration. 

      Another bang and then a screech. My stomach lurched. I was too jumpy. Too on edge. 

      I sighed and pulled myself up.

      The dusk was starting to settle in, so I went to draw the curtains shut. The wind thrummed against the windows, rattling the thin panes. Late summer winds could turn violent up here—fueling hungry wildfires. I peered out the window and saw that, sure enough, the trash cans had been tipped over, sending debris scattered across the yard. Great, now I might expect bears to come roaming through the yard. I slipped into my Tom's shoes and started to open the front door, but then out of the corner of my eye, I spotted a shadow. And it wasn't crawling on four legs. This was definitely an upright creature.

      The shadow crept through the darkness, darting around the trees encasing my property. My blood went cold. I forced myself to breathe. I was just hallucinating, surely. I had the strange feeling I was being hunted, watched. I shuddered and shut the curtains. No, I wasn't going to allow my mind to play tricks on me like this. I was smarter than this, more collected. Whatever I saw was either an animal or just the shadows of the trees. No haunting predators lurked in my yard. 

      What I needed was a good night's sleep. 

      It wasn't what I got. My mind was a nightmarish carnival ride of torment and pain that night. I thrashed about, scalding and shaking. Sounds and colors and smells assaulted my senses as I struggled for peace. But I found no concord. 

      I woke jolting upright to the sounds of the dawn, no more rested than I'd been the night before. I sighed, wiping sweat from my brow. It was going to be a long day ahead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The dawn brought no relief to my anxiety. I woke to the sound of a distant rooster competing with an owl for reign over the morning sky. My eyes adjusted to the waning night as a veil of purple stretched out across the mountain canvas. 

      I reached for my phone to check my notifications. Nothing from Sharpe. I sighed and fell back against the pillows, negotiating with my anxiety to stay at bay until I’d at least had one cup of tea. 

      As I sat in my kitchen watching the late summer day break against the Sierra Nevada mountains, my mind went to a hundred different places. Maybe Sharpe had broken down on a remote road somewhere. With much of the brush scorched from the previous year’s fire and some early summer rain, there’d been unseasonal mudslides along the highways. Could he have wrecked his motorcycle? I just didn’t believe that he could forget an appointment within twenty-four hours of seeing me. No, I knew something was wrong. I just felt it at the base of my spine. 

      At a reasonable hour I tried his cell again. This time it didn’t even ring, going straight to the automated message. My palms were clammy as I set my phone down.

      As the clock ticked past nine, I called my other appointments to see if they could reschedule for the following day. In my current mood I didn’t think I’d be very good at my job. Guilt gnawed at me but then I figured everyone needs a sick day now and again. Mental health was important—wasn’t I always pushing that?

      To ease my mind, I’d swing by Sharpe’s house and just make sure he was alright. He lived alone in the woods, as many villagers did, and I didn’t think he had anyone who regularly stopped by. For being a small village where everyone knew everything about everyone, Sierra Ridge was also strangely insular. People kept to themselves and didn’t pry into other people’s business the way I pictured small-town people to do. I wasn’t one to put my nose in other’s business or invade anyone’s privacy, but on this I thought I was justified. I was worried about him. And I was his friend. This was what friends did, right? And I owed him. I owed him so much more than I could repay. If not for Sharpe, I might not even be here to worry.

      I climbed into my Subaru Hybrid and drove easily down the dirt drive to the main road that wound up through the village and then out to where a scatter of mountain houses lay tucked beneath the thick green pines. The day was too beautiful, too calm. It didn’t seem right that the sun could go about its daily business and the birds could sing their sweet songs while I was battling this crippling worry. But the mountains didn’t wait on anyone’s fear.

      I pulled my Subaru around the bend and then up the dirt road to where Sharpe’s little cabin sat nestled against the dramatic backdrop of the Sierras. His tiny cabin was nothing much—a cozy five hundred square feet consisting of a bedroom and main living area with an open-concept kitchen—but its simplicity suited Sharpe just perfectly. He seemed made for this woodsy mountain life. He was a neat man, an Army guy through and through and despite his increasingly limited mobility, he always ensured the place was tidy and the front yard was tended. I’d come by to help clean a few times, but he’d affectionately said I couldn’t risk sullying my “doctor’s hands,” with such work. He was the kind of man who didn’t need much. He’d bought the house cheap years ago and had no intention of parting with his early ’90s pickup (the best years, anyway, he insisted). 

      An old Ford truck was out front, the one he never drove but had been fixing up in his spare time—the one that I secretly knew was never coming off those blocks. But his daily Toyota was absent. 

      I gingerly walked up to the front door. My heart was unduly pounding. I wasn’t sure what I thought I was going to find exactly, but I shook off the nerves and knocked. I waited. No answer came. No footsteps in the echoes. Not a rustle. I exhaled and looked around. Nothing but me and the squirrels as far as I could see. I closed my eyes and listened. Was he somewhere out in the woods? Did he go out hunting? Could he be inside, injured or unconscious? I knocked again, this time pounding a little louder. Still nothing. I inhaled and tried the handle. It was locked. Naturally.

      Luckily, I knew where he hid a key. He’d wanted me to know in case he fell and couldn’t reach his beer, he’d told me once with mock seriousness.

      I slipped around the back of the house and found the chipped gnome statue and the rusty key beneath the base. With a deep breath I slipped it into the lock of the back door. It wasn’t breaking in if you were concerned for the owner, right? Especially not if you had a key. I nodded to myself and pushed open the door. The house was musty and boarded up. The windows clearly hadn't been opened in days. It smelled of rancid food and the sweat of an old man who lives alone.

      I carefully slipped through the house, trying not to disturb anything. Despite the daylight, with the curtains drawn, the house was dark as evening. I clicked on an overhead light, and it buzzed to life, sending a dim blanket across the hallway. 

      While I’d been in Sharpe's house before, I’d never looked too closely at anything, as one doesn’t when they are only a guest. As a guest you don't take the time to examine nooks and crannies, to stop and listen to the water dripping, to smell the lingering trash. But now with its vacancy I noticed everything. It was eerie in its abandon. It felt all wrong. 

      I carefully scanned the small living room and then the kitchen, but I didn't find anything amiss other than a lack of usual cleanliness. A few dirty dishes cluttered the sink. A used napkin lay crumbled on the counter beside a smattering of crumbs and spilled salt. But it was enough. He wouldn’t have left leaving things in this state.

      I made my way into the small single bedroom, feeling incredibly intrusive. With a deep breath through my mouth so as not to smell the rancid odors, I stepped into the en suite bathroom and examined. A bathroom will tell you a lot about a person—their general cleanliness, their hygiene. A closer look might even tell you their dental health. How long has it been since they changed their toothbrush? Does their floss have blood on it? Is there any floss at all? 

      I took a breath and opened the medicine cabinet. My stomach contracted at the sight. There were pills. So many pills. An arsenal of tablets for every ailment one could think of—things I had no idea Sharpe suffered from. As an aging combat veteran, I’d expected the usual aches and pains. But this was something else. And while my medical knowledge was limited, I knew enough to know some of these things didn't seem right. Atorvastatin, Coumadin, hydrocodone, buprenorphine, Xanax, fluoxetine —he couldn’t be taking all these things together. Could he? Or were the pills not for him? I scanned the labels. Some of the prescriptions dated back years. I’d read about senior citizens getting prescriptions and selling them to local dealers. They got their drugs covered by Medicare, saw a bunch of doctors, and filled free prescriptions all over town to pay the bills. Many of them went without valuable pain medication to buy groceries. In my opinion the way our society treated the elderly was criminal. But who was writing him prescriptions? There was only one little pharmacy in the village, and the nearest doctor was an hour away. I examined the labels closely. They were all written by different doctors and filled at pharmacies across the mountain range. This many pills would surely raise some major red flags. Unless…no, I was letting my imagination run amok. There was no undercover pill skimming operation in Sierra Ridge and Sharpe was not dealing.

      I tucked the pills back into the cabinet and continued my investigation. I walked through his bedroom, hating the idea of intruding in his private space. Bedrooms were a sanctuary, not to be entered without permission. But I thought in this case Sharpe would understand.

      If the rest of the house was musty, the bedroom was downright rancid. His bed was unmade, the sheets crumpled and smelling of sweat and musk. The room was a strange mix of elderly and childish. An Army plaque was displayed proudly front and center, flanked by vintage car posters and hanging model airplanes. It was almost like the bedroom of a teenage boy in the 1960s. I was just grateful he didn't have any calendars of scantily clad women.

      Holding my breath, I moved to the dresser and eyed the messy top display. A comb. Some cigarette papers—so much for him quitting. Some traces of pot scattered across a tray. An engraved glass-topped box displaying his Purple Heart award. A few photographs. I carefully picked one up and examined it. It was a much younger Sharpe with a small girl sitting on a fallen log in the woods. They matched in jeans and plaid shirts, dueling grins. Did he in fact have a daughter I didn’t know about? A small chill settled at the base of my spine at the image. It was faded in color, but the memories still popped out. A glimpse into a life past. What had happened in his life that had led him here living all alone like a hermit?

      I set it back down. I gingerly slid out a dresser drawer and examined the contents. Meticulously folded socks and underwear. A lone random necktie, T-shirts. All folded neatly with Army precision. Some cuff links well patinaed by time. And then my eyes caught something. I gingerly reached my hand into the drawer as if a creature might leap from the depths to bite me. My fingers brushed cool leather. I pulled out a wallet. I swallowed and opened the flap as my heart rate ticked up. Sharpe’s gruff face stared up at me from a California driver’s license tucked into a cloudy plastic sleeve. Two credit cards kept it company in the sleeves above. I opened the cash pocket. Empty. I held it up closer. Was this an old wallet? One discarded because the ID and cards were expired? No such luck. All valid. A slow flutter moved through my belly. Where would he have run off to without his money and ID? That most definitely didn’t make any sense. 

      Unless he had left in a hurry.

      Unless he had left not by his own accord. 

      I gently set the wallet back in the drawer. This had to be a sign that he had gone missing. People didn’t disappear into the dead of night without their money and ID. They just didn’t. 

      I closed the dresser drawer.

      Maybe it was time to go to the police.
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      As I drove down the road into the village, I went over what I knew so far in my head. As I recited the facts, I had to admit it sounded a little paranoid. But Sharpe was technically a senior citizen. That made him part of a vulnerable population, right? The standard forty-eight hours shouldn’t apply. Like when a child went missing, you didn’t wait until you had hard evidence something was wrong before investigating. But could I say that I’d snooped around his house uninvited? Was that actually against the law? I could just explain that we had an arrangement. That I often came by to check on him. 

      I pulled up to the tiny local police station—a cozy Victorian building in the center of Main Street that doubled as the town hall and any other official things that went on in Sierra Ridge. On first glance, this was the kind of town Americans so often pine for—slivers of nostalgic yesteryear when middle-class white people ruled. Quaint shop fronts resembling a western film set. Well-manicured trees. Lazy dogs and contented elderly people sipping coffee on the town square. Small cottages dotted mountain roads embraced by lush evergreens. And it was all authentic, preserved from another era. There wasn’t a McDonalds or Starbucks in sight. Against all odds, this mountain oasis tucked away in the forgotten lands of California’s gold rush had survived the modern transformation.

      I sat in my car for a few minutes and stared at the small building, trying to form my case so as to sound convincing and not just paranoid. I stepped into the sunshine and took a deep breath. The late summer air was dry and stifling, burning my skin and sucking all the moisture from my lungs. It smelled ashy and tasted like chalk. 

      I’d been the guest of the Berkeley police station once my sophomore year at UC Berkeley, arrested during a protest over Syrian refugees. I’d been so pleased with myself and my virtue as I sat in a holding cell with three of my fellow students, coated in tear gas and pride. My parents, however, were less than pleased. Good cause or not, it was bad for business. We were about global peace and health, not getting arrested. When I explained I was protesting for peace and health, my mom shook her head and lectured on how I had a lot to learn about the world.

      I don’t know what exactly I was expecting from the Sierra Ridge Police Station, but I was mildly shocked to find it was no more than a tiny room with a single desk and a few single cells in plain view like something out of an old western. Berkeley this was not. 

      A weathered-looking woman sat behind the front desk, fuchsia acrylic talons tapping away at a worn iPad. Her eyes shot up to meet mine, her expression going incredulous as her eyes raked over my long skirt and sleeveless linen top. I tried to stretch my five-two frame and exert confidence. 

      “Good morning,” I said, trying to sound as chipper as I could.

      Her strained expression looked like she was forcing her eye muscles not to roll, obviously annoyed at having to do anything that resembled work. She tapped her pink nails a few more times before answering. “Morning. Whatcha need?”

      “Um. I need to speak with the…sheriff,” I said. I heard the uptick in my voice, and it sounded more like a question.

      “The sheriff?” She tilted her head slightly and the corners of her mouth twitched in apparent amusement. 

      My skin felt clammy. “Um, I mean I need to speak with the officer in charge here.” The more I tried to assert myself, the more juvenile I felt.

      She laughed at that, a gravelly noise that sounded like it was filtered through a thousand cigarettes. “Officer in charge,” she parroted. “Well, there's only one so I suppose he's in charge.”

      “Only one?”

      “Only one. And he happens to be a sheriff, so you’re in luck.”

      I gave the station a once-over. “How is there only one policeman?”

      She puffed out a slight snicker. “Where do you think you are?”

      “What do you do if there's an emergency?”

      She leaned back in her chair, steepling her fingers theatrically. “Well, should someone not be able to handle their own, Ron’s got a whole bunch of folks in town who are deputized in case of emergencies. Now you've got Chico only two hours away. Sac a little farther. If something real bad happens they get called in. But that's never happened.”

      “That’s never happened?”

      She glowered. “We can manage ourselves around here.”

      Something pressed at the base of my spine. That just didn't seem right. A community that policed itself? It was like something from a dystopian reality. 

      “Right. Okay. Well, can I speak with Ron then? Whoever he is?” I pressed. 

      She hesitated, cocking her head slightly to the right and tapping a shellacked nail against the iPad screen, making a show of scrolling through a calendar. She pursed her thin, cracked lips, highlighting the sharp smoker’s lines around her mouth.

      Finally, she sighed more dramatically than necessary. “He’s busy at the moment.”

      “It’s important,” I pushed, trying to affirm assurance and not desperation. 

      “Look, honey, you got a crime to report? I’ll take your statement. But he’s got real cases to attend to right now. He don’t have time for your petty concerns.”

      My nerves were hardening into frustration. “I’m sorry, but isn’t that his determination to make? You don’t know why I’m here.”

      Her eyes shot daggers at me. I tried not to squirm under her sharp gaze. I stood my ground and finally she relented with an exaggerated sigh. With a great show, she plucked the phone from its cradle. “What can I tell him it’s about?”

      “A missing person,” I said. 

      Her penciled-in eyebrows went up slightly for a moment then she dialed. “Heya, Ron. Yeah, some girl here to see you about something. Says it’s a missing person. You got a minute? She’s rather…persistent.” She shot me a nasty glare. “Think it’s that hippie witch girl that bought Lou’s old cabin. Yeah okay. Thanks.” She faced me with an annoyed look. “He’ll be right here.”

      I resisted the urge to glare but forced a smile. Kindness, Daphne. Kindness.

      “Thank you.” I folded my arms and waited. 

      A moment later the sheriff emerged from the back room. He was a caricature of himself—scraggly, mustached, wiry but with a small paunch testing the fabric of his uniform. He held on to small-town tropes like a lifeline. But that's the thing about clichés, they come from truth. Generalizations, stereotypes, these things don't just materialize out of nothing. They are rooted in everyday human conditions. We try so hard to not be clichés ourselves, but the reality is we all are in the end. Nobody escapes the human condition.

      “Hey there. Everything good, Tammi?” The sheriff said to the receptionist. 

      “This lady here has a big crime to report.” 

      I didn’t miss the sarcasm in her tone. He turned to me and smiled wide. He extended his hand. 

      “Sheriff Ronald Connelly. Folks here just call me Sheriff Ron.”

      “Hello. I’m Daphne.”

      He squeezed my hand and studied me. “You’re the gal who bought Lou’s place out Pine Road, right?”

      “I am.”

      “Nice to finally make your acquaintance. Nice little property up there. So, what can I help you with today? You had a burglary or something?”

      I had heard Tammi tell him why I was here but apparently, he wasn’t taking that seriously. 

      The words lodged in my throat for a moment, searching for purchase on my lips. Finally, I managed to eke them out. “It’s about John Sharpe. You know him?”

      His eyebrows went up. 

      “Sharpe? Sure, I do. Everyone knows Sharpe. Everything alright with the old guy?”

      “Can we, um, can we talk somewhere private?” I wasn’t exactly sure how it was supposed to go when you reported a crime but standing awkwardly in the reception area wasn’t exactly the way it played out in my mind.

      Ron spared a glance to Tammi then turned back to me. “Of course. This way. You want a cup of coffee?” 

      “No, thank you.”

      He led me into the small back room that housed little more than a worn desk, two rickety chairs and a laptop that was a few seasons out of date.

      “Have a seat and tell me all about it.”

      I complied and began. “I’ve been treating Sharpe for back pain these past few months. Every week, same time.”

      “Treating? Are you a doctor?” His tone was incredulous as his eyes assessed me—both my age and gender I guessed.

      “Not exactly. I practice holistic healing.”

      “Like one of those Wiccans?”

      I withheld a groan. I was used to not being taken seriously. “No, I’m not a Wiccan. I practice legitimate holistic health, focusing on healing through plants, diet, meditation and oils instead of chemicals and pills. Using natural remedies like oils and massage to treat common ailments brought on by lifestyle.”

      “Ah. One of those antivaccination people.” He said it not unkindly.

      I sighed. People were so small minded. “No, I’m not actually. Vaccinations save lives. Just like statins keep you from a heart attack. I’m not saying to toss out modern medicine. My goal is just to try to prevent those things in the first place. When you have a headache, the first thing you do shouldn’t be to grab the Advil. It should be to drink water.”

      “Our very own witch doctor.” He chuckled then held up his hands. “I don’t mean any disrespect. I imagine folks around here are a perfect fit for that. A lot of people around here hate traditional doctors. Think it’s a government scam. Got our share of antivaxxers, trust me. But I say, hey, you do you. Nobody’s gonna tell me what to stick in my arm, I assure you that.”

      I tried to smile but the muscles were weak. “It seems to be a good fit, yes. But like I said, I’m not anti—anyway.” I needed to stay focused on the task at hand, not launch into a defense on my profession.

      “So, what’s up with Sharpe?”

      I swallowed a lump in my throat. “I might be jumping to conclusions, but he didn’t show up for his appointment yesterday. And that’s not like him at all. He’s never missed an appointment without calling first.”

      Ron leaned back in his chair, the wood creaking as he rocked it forward and back a few times. “Did you check in on him?”

      “Yes, of course. He didn’t answer my calls, so I went by his house and—” I hesitated. I didn’t think it would bode well to admit I’d slipped into his house and poked around. “Anyway, there were no signs of him anywhere.”

      “And was his car there?”

      I bit my lip and shook my head. “No, it wasn’t.” As I said the words, I realized how weak my arguments sounded.

      “So what makes you think he’s missing?”

      “Because he didn’t show up, and he’s not answering his phone.”

      I felt and heard his sigh before it exited his mouth. “Look, Daphne. Can I call you Daphne?”

      “What else would you call me?”

      He smiled thinly. “Once forty-eight hours have passed and no one’s heard from him, I’ll be happy to open up a report. But right now, all you have is a friend who hasn’t called you back in a day. It's hardly anything to alert the press about.” He folded his hands on the desk. 

      “I know how it sounds. But you don't know Sharpe like I do. He's predictable to a fault.”

      “All due respect, miss, you don’t know anyone in this town better than I do. You’ve been here, what, six months? I’ve been here my whole life. Where are you from exactly?”

      “Berkeley. San Francisco.”

      “Right. Well, people live differently here than they do in the city. It’s a slower pace. People aren’t glued to their phones every second of every day. Hell, I leave mine at home half the time. People take a minute to call ya back.”

      My tone grew more persistent. “I get that, but he’s not like that. He always answers his phone. And he’s not flaky. He's never missed a session with me.”

      “There's a first time for everything. People forget doctors’ appointments or whatever the hell it is that you do up there.”

      I ignored the insult and tried to stay focused on the problem. “Look, he came by the day before. And we confirmed he’d be at his appointment the following day. I doubt he just forgot in that span of time.” I hesitated to bring up Sharpe’s agitated state.

      Ron considered this, then shrugged. “Maybe he figured he didn’t need the session.”

      I softened my tone. “Sheriff—Ron. Can I call you Ron?” He glared. “I care about Sharpe. He's a friend. Also, he’s an aging man with physical health problems. He could be hurt. Could be in trouble. Don’t you have a duty to take extra care with vulnerable populations?”

      He snickered. “The day we consider old Sharpe vulnerable, I might consider. But look, Daphne, nobody came in and snatched him from bed in the middle of the night. Likely he went out of town and forgot to tell you. Hate to break it to you, honey, but people flake sometimes. Even good guys like Sharpe.” Ron’s eyes softened then, and he reached out his hand to gently touch mine. 

      “It's sweet you're concerned, Daphne. And I really do understand how you're feeling right now. It's easy to let things get into your head. Hell, I don't even let my wife watch the news anymore with all the shit that goes on. She gets all kinds of ideas in her head about who's going to come in and slit our throats in the night. And I know Sharpe will be touched by your frantic concern. But there's nothing to overreact about. He'll be back in a day or two and everything will be right as rain.”

      “But—”

      He sighed, his tone now growing exasperated. “Look, honey.”

      “Can you please not call me ‘honey’?”

      Ron’s eyes narrowed in annoyance. “Sorry to offend your delicate sensibilities, Daphne. I know you think Sharpe is just some sweet old man, but I’ve known him a lot longer than you. And let me tell you, he hasn’t always run with the right kind. He’s a little rougher than you think.”

      “What are you suggesting?”

      He rubbed his jaw. “I’m just saying that I know he’s been real good about taking care of his health and all, but he wasn’t always like that. You know he used to party hard. It’s possible he’s off on a bender of some kind. Wouldn’t be the first time.”

      A wave of defensiveness swelled inside me. I didn’t know why but I just knew that wasn’t what was happening here.

      I shook my head vigilantly. “No, I don’t believe that. He came by the day before and—”

      “You seem like a good girl, Daphne. You want to see the niceness in people, I get it. It’s why you do that healing stuff you do. But the world isn’t so black and white. Not all good people are good all the time. Everyone is capable of a few shades of gray.”

      Rage stirred at my core at his mansplaining.   

      He stood and came around the desk. I opened my mouth to say more but he just gave my shoulder a squeeze and offered me a thin smile beneath his gray mustache. “I’ll see you later, Daphne.” And with that he opened his office door for me to leave. “Tammi will show you out.”
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      After a trip to the market to replenish my much-needed tea supply—at least until I could order my go-to specialty blends from the Berkeley House of Tea—I got back to my house and didn't know what to do with myself. I paced the living room then stopped to stare out at the settling twilight. I was a ball of nerves.

      I started making a list of everything I knew about Sharpe’s habits in life. His daily routine, what he ate, who he knew in the village. Who he considered a friend. Who was considered a foe. I underlined the word foe. Had he been having problems with anyone? I thought back to our conversations over the past few weeks. I tried to think of anything he might have mentioned. There was a guy down at Scotty’s bar he said had gotten mouthy the other night. But that wasn't really a surprise. Most of the guys who hung out down at Scotty’s were a bunch of drunk rednecks. And while a lot of them were good guys at heart, some were shady at best. They were a rough and tumble crowd, but I didn’t think they were mixed up in anything too nefarious, at least not the way Sharpe had always sold it. They were just guys who liked to ride their bikes, drink too much beer, and stare at boobs. Most of them were old vets, retired, without families, looking for some kind of respite from the mundanity of their lives. 

      I tapped my pen on the table. Maybe I was overreacting to the whole thing. How well did I really know Sharpe, anyway? I’d only been in Sierra Ridge for six months. It’s easy to hide your true self from people for years, entire lives even, let alone a few short months. Everyone's entitled to secrets. And just because Sharpe told me a lot about his life, it didn't mean he’d told me everything. I certainly hadn't told him everything about mine. We were friends but it didn't make me his therapist.

      So maybe he was a flake who just took off without warning. Just because he wasn’t returning my texts didn’t mean he was dead in a ditch somewhere. I guess it was growing up in the Bay Area that was making me so paranoid. When people went missing near my home, it could spell disaster. For all its affluence and opportunity, the Bay Area was a hub of violent crime. My beautiful home community of Berkeley, with its world-famous university and hill-top mansions surrounded by mature trees, had a seedy side. It bordered Oakland which boasted twenty-eight thousand violent crimes a year, including a hundred murders. Not to mention frequent rapes at the BART stations, car thefts, break-ins. Growing up around that kept you in a constant state of diligence. 

      In a way though, I think it also caused a certain level of apathy when traveling elsewhere. You never expected anywhere else to be as bad so as soon as you left the bay, you let your guard down. I always assumed anywhere had to be safer. I would never put Sierra Ridge on my list of places where bad things happen.

      With nothing else to do, I dropped my pen. I needed to get out of my head. I pulled out my yoga mat and opted to flow through sun salutations to calm my mind. I let my body stretch and bend and pretzel, lowering into Chaturanga Dandasana and into downward dog, releasing tension. I tried to focus my mind on clearing, on positive thoughts. I tried to find Sharpe’s energy somewhere in the world, but I was coming up blank. 

      I drew myself a bath with lavender oil and tried to ease my frantic thoughts. As my own mind and body relaxed, I pictured Sharpe enjoying himself, surrounded by family or good friends. I wanted that so desperately to be true. But then another horrid image flashed in my mind. Sharpe passed out on some dingy couch from too many beers or a drug overdose. I shuddered. I couldn’t allow my mind to go there. Not yet. Whatever had him agitated the other day was not that bad.

      All washed up, I pulled on my robe. I checked the clock. It was only eight, but I figured I might as well just go to bed. 

      My phone buzzed and I jumped. I scrambled to pick it up, desperate to see a text from Sharpe. My eyes flicked down to glance at the incoming number, and I quickly pressed the decline button. She wasn’t getting the message that I didn’t want to talk to her. 

      A moment later the phone beeped with the sound of a new voice mail. I wouldn’t check it. I knew what she’d say, and it would only make me angrier.

      A few moments later, the text came through. 

      Honestly, Daffy. Stop ignoring me.

      I stared at the phone. I had a moment of realization she would know exactly what to do in this situation. Somehow, no matter what stood in her way, she’d always known how to bulldoze over any obstacle with grace. And while to the outside world she was nothing but pleasant smiles and do-gooding, she had a ruthless side. I’m not sure you build a hundred-million-dollar company without a ruthless side. Always even-keeled and earthily elegant, Mom could get whatever she wanted without breaking a sweat. I didn’t know how she did it. Sometimes I didn’t want to know. But right in that moment I secretly wished I possessed that moxie. Because right now I needed to get what I wanted without causing a stir.
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      I woke at the break of dawn to the gentle cadence of the wind ripping through the mountains and the birds keeping time. It was moments like this that had called to me last year as I’d driven up Highway 70, winding and twisting into the rural parts of the state so few ever ventured into, trying to escape the infectious misery of 2020 and find solace.

      But the serenity of a crisp mountain morning brought no relief to my addled brain. Instead, I felt an even deeper sense of foreboding settling like a rock in my stomach. I checked my phone. No messages, no calls. I pulled up my email. Nothing. Still no word from Sharpe. The lump of unease festered.

      I knew this was starting to border on obsession, but I just couldn’t relax until I knew something more. I didn’t need to find him or talk to him, I just needed to confirm somehow that he’d left on his own. That there wasn’t something nefarious underfoot here. I owed him that much after how much he’d helped me.

      The best thing to do was to swing by some of his known hangouts. Maybe he’d lost his phone and that’s why I hadn’t heard from him. Or maybe I’d done something to anger him? I couldn’t think of any negative interactions over the past few weeks, but I guess something could have set him off.

      For not the first time since moving to Sierra Ridge, I had a deep sense of loneliness. On a day like today I had to admit that I didn't have the friends I’d hoped for when I moved to this sleepy hamlet. I’d come to this little town needing a fresh start. I’d needed to rebuild, to find purpose. While my friends and family were snagging up million-dollar fixer-uppers without yards back in the city, I’d found a small cabin in the woods on a plot of private land speckled with thick pine for less than my extended Berkeley education. Here in my tiny mountain home, I could sit and listen to the birds and trees and not the roar of traffic or the inane ramblings of a street dweller outside my luxury downtown high-rise. I didn't have to battle crowds for my morning matcha latte or arrive at yoga an hour early just to get a place on the floor. Here I could go at my own pace. Move to my own rhythm. I had no corporate image to uphold, no press to manage. And mostly, no one was here to tell me how to live my life. But while it was freeing to pick up and replant your roots, it was painfully lonely. When you’ve grown up your entire life around the same people on which to lean, not having them nearby felt like floundering through space and time. Even if those people were toxic. 

      There were some people who were nice to me, true, and I had my patients, but I was met with more cold indifference than I'd ever imagined. I'd hoped for a warm community of like-minded people living in the mountains, people who wanted to live off the land and be more in tune with nature. People who wanted to push back against the “supposed tos” in life and life more authentically. But the people of Sierra Ridge weren’t exactly like that. They wanted to live off the grid all right, but they weren’t exactly warm and welcoming. They were downright wary of outside trouble. 

      It wasn’t to say that everyone had completely frozen me out here. Plenty of curious people had come sniffing around my door when they’d gotten wind a single young woman had moved to their remote outpost. And once word got around that I was practicing natural healing, a few people jumped right on it. Like Sheriff Ron had said, many people up here were wary of conventional medicine and the bureaucracy that came along with the backlog of state-run medical aid.

      Forty-eight hours, Ron said. I just had to wait it out the rest of the day, and then I could file an official report. So, I would proceed with caution. I would casually ask around and just see if anyone had wind of Sharpe’s whereabouts over the last few days. 

      I’d start by chatting up one of the few people I could almost call a friend. Sarah. She ran Bocce’s market downtown that sold general merchandise, coffee, and stellar fresh baked goods. She was always one to offer me a warm smile and inquire about the business and my day. We’d even grabbed coffee a couple times. 

      I stepped into the market, the little bells jingling to signal my arrival. I was instantly engulfed with the scent of honey and vanilla and summer. It was like a warm hug inside. Sarah was perched behind the counter, arranging a tray of what looked like house-made caramel candies by the register. She looked up at my arrival and greeted me with a warm smile that crinkled the corners of her gentle eyes.

      “Well, hey there. How are things?” She had that same mountain drawl everyone up here seemed to have—a byproduct of microisolation. 

      “Hi, Sarah.” I tried to offer her a smile, but I had trouble executing. Her expression fell as though she intuitively felt the worry. She came around the counter, wiping her hands on her pastry apron. Her mahogany hair was up in a tight bun, a few rogue tendrils falling around a sun-worn face. She was lean and sharp with wiry sculpted arms and angular features. I knew her to be thirty-five, but like a lot of people in town, her true age was masked—hard living in the sun and too many late nights had patinaed her pretty features. 

      “What's going on? You look stressed out. Are you not taking your own medicine?” She said with a little smile. 

      “Oh, no, I’m totally fine.” I waved away the concern with my hand.

      “Can I get you something?”

      “Still have that passion fruit tea?”

      “Coming right up.” She fixed a mug and slid a small cookie onto the saucer. “Before you protest, I know you’re healthy as a pine nut, but you just have to try these new lemon biscotti I just made. All real ingredients. Even organic lemon. Honest.” She pressed a hand to her heart.

      I grinned and accepted my tea. “I’ll make an exception for anything you had a hand in.”

      “Have a seat. I’ll join you for a moment.”

      I took my tea to a small table in the corner of the market where people often enjoyed a pastry and coffee in the morning. Sarah brought a mug of black coffee over and sat across from me. “So, what’s really going on? I can see it in your eyes.”

      “Have you seen Sharpe lately?”

      Sarah’s eyebrows went up. She tapped a nail against the hand-painted pottery. “Sharpe? Hmm. Not for a few days, I guess. He comes in for morning coffee a few times a week, but he’s not always regular about it. Why?”

      I sipped my tea and snapped off a piece of biscotti, which was in fact delicious. I chewed slowly before going on. 

      “He, um, he’s kind of missing.”

      “What do you mean missing?”

      I explained briefly about his irritability, then him flaking out on his appointment and then not being at home or answering his phone. 

      “Huh,” Sarah said after a moment. She took her time sipping her coffee.

      “What?”

      “Well, it’s a little weird. But it doesn’t seem like it’s anything to lose sleep over just yet. Have you checked Scotty’s?”

      I shook my head. “No. But if he were in town he’d call me back, right? I mean it’s not like he’d be at Scotty’s for two days straight, right?”

      Sarah smirked. “You’d be surprised. Scotty’s is like a black hole. People get weird sometimes. Maybe he’s on a bender.”

      “You’re the second person to suggest that.”

      Sarah paused midsip. “Who else?”

      I shrugged. “Sheriff Ron suggested something similar. That Sharpe wasn’t always on the straight and narrow.”

      Sarah bobbed her head. “He’s not wrong. So, you’ve gone to Ron?”

      I swallowed the rest of my cookie. “Well, I know it seems premature, but Sharpe’s old and I dunno. It’s a small town. I just figured—”

      Her hand rested on mine. “No, that’s a good thing. Better to be safe. But really, I’m sure it’s nothing. Go check Scotty’s. He’s probably deep in his cups. I’ve known him to have a bad streak a time or two.”

      “Yeah, alright. I’ll do that next.” I hesitated before saying what else was on my mind. “Sarah, you trust me, don't you?”

      “Excuse me?” Sarah said with a half laugh.

      “I mean, you think I'm a trustworthy person, don't you? At least, you don't think I'm crazy, right?”

      Sarah half smiled. “Not as far as I can tell. I guess I don’t know you that well, but I’ve known some crazy in my life and I don't think you fit the bill. Why?”

      I sighed and ran my fingers through my hair, my curls tangled and unruly from the wind. “OK, well there’s a little more to it. I went to his house, using his spare key. And I found his wallet. His driver’s license. His credit cards. If he’s left town, wouldn’t he have those? And his house seemed like no one had been there for days. It was musty and closed up. I know on the outside, it doesn’t look like anything’s afoul. But my gut is telling me Sharpe’s in trouble.”

      She laughed slightly, but there was a tinge of worry in the sound. She took my hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. 

      “Daph, I know you and Sharpe have grown really close the past few months. And I can see you’re stressing, but what are we even talking about? He’s just being a little flaky is all. I think you’re jumping to some serious conclusions. I’ll let you in on a little secret. I’ve known Sharpe all my life. Yeah, he’s an A-OK guy, but he’s clearly been on his best behavior around you. Flaking out and skipping town without his wallet is low on the list of his trespasses, trust me.”

      “I think something's happened to him, Sarah. I don't know, my gut just tells me—”

      I felt Sarah's hand grow cold in my own. She gently extracted it from mine.

      She met my eyes. “Okay, Daphne, you are sounding a little crazy now. He’s been gone, what? Little more than a day? Nothing’s happened to him. He’s just gone off on a trip. Or he’s drunk at Scotty’s. Just chill the fuck out, okay?”

      Her tone caught me off guard. I guess I was being obnoxious. 

      “Doesn’t he have a daughter somewhere down in the Valley?” Sarah said.

      “I—I don’t know. I didn’t think so, but—"

      “See? You don’t know him all that well. If he’s not at Scotty’s, then that’s probably where he’s at. And likely he’ll feel terrible he left you hanging. But you know, he’s seventy. He was in Vietnam and has spent a good amount of time drinking away the memories of it. His mind is probably a bit out to lunch. He would hate that you’re worrying like this. But hey look, I gotta get back to it. Go by Scotty’s. If he’s not passed out under the bar, someone there will at least know where he is.”

      I finished my tea. “Yeah, okay. I will. Thanks for listening.” I dropped a five on the table and left.
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      I headed back out to my car, renewed frustration coursing through me. Something wasn’t adding up. Even Sarah’s demeanor was strange. I’d never heard her swear before. The Indian summer heat was baking down on me. It was something I was still not used to after a life in the breezy Bay Area where you needed a coat even in the dead of summer.

      My phone buzzed. I flipped it up and saw the number flashing. I swiped decline. A moment later it buzzed again, this time with a text. I sighed and swiped it open to read the small blue message bubble. 

      You can’t ignore me forever, sweetheart. Heart emoji.

      Yes, yes I could. I threw my phone back into my bag. It was everything I could do not to scream into the afternoon sky.

      My decision to come here had cost me much, I knew that. It had cost me friendships with people who thought I was either completely selfish or I’d utterly lost my mind. There was no other explanation, obviously. It had lost me Benji, too. I guess I should be thankful for that one. Maybe I should be thankful for all of them abandoning me. You really know who your friends are when the money is gone. 

      But is the money really gone, Daffy? I heard my mother’s voice in the back of my mind. I brushed it away. I couldn’t focus on all that now. I had other things to worry about. Life and death things. Family drama could wait. I started up my car and headed out to the next place Sharpe was likely to be, Scotty’s bar. 

      I was a little nervous as I pulled my car up to the front. I’d never been inside the place and eyeing the line of motorcycles decorating the front lot, I let my imagination run wild. Twangy rock music blared from the inside, inappropriately loud for the middle of the day. I wasn’t a drinker, but even if I was, this wasn’t the kind of place I could picture myself whiling away the hours.

      I took a heavy breath then stepped over the threshold. With its red-upholstered barstools and black-and-white-checkered floor, a framed poster for the documentary Hells Angels Forever, the place was like a movie set. Dark and dingy, it smelled of sweat and urine and sex and dark things. A mural on the wall showed a sprawling scene of men taking advantage of women in various states, confederate flags proudly waving at their sides. A Trump 2020 sign was pinned to the wall and on it someone had drawn a large furry penis. I wasn’t sure if that was a sign of pro or against. I tried not to judge, but places like this seemed to exist for the sole purpose of judgment. They welcomed it, fed off it.

      There was a line of hard-lived men and women at the bar even though it was early in the day, most sporting embroidered leather MC vests. It was an overdose of so much testosterone in one place. I felt a mix of fear and exhilaration in the crush of black leather.

      A few eyes landed on me as I pushed through—my flowery maxi skirt and organic linen horribly out of place—but I kept my eyes trained ahead. I recognized a few faces, which set me at ease ever so slightly. On Sharpe’s recommendation, I’d treated a couple of the regular guys for various aches and pains. Most of them of course thought they were too tough for that “pussy flower shit” as one so delicately told me after our session. I didn't take offense to it. Numb their pain with stiff whiskey, but God forbid they allow someone to rub some lavender oil on a stiff muscle.

      The owner and usual bartender, Jimmy (not Scotty as I would have assumed), stood behind the bar, mindlessly polishing a pint glass while staring up at the Giant’s game on TV. While I’d never been in here, I’d met Jimmy around town a few times, but I wasn’t sure he’d remember me. He looked up as I approached and nodded in recognition.

      “Hi, Jimmy.” My voice was prickly, nervous.

      He stared at me curiously, obviously trying to reconcile my presence. Then it clicked. “Hey. Daphne, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Nice to see you in. What can I get you?” He glanced behind me to confirm I was alone. 

      “I actually just had a question.” I leaned in closer to the bar. “Have you seen Sharpe lately?”

      Jimmy rubbed his shaved head then shook it. “Not today. Come to think of it, hasn't been in since Sunday, I think. Which is rare. Guess he found somewhere else to drink.” He said halfheartedly, both of us knowing there wasn’t another bar for twenty miles.

      “Why? He owe you money?” He poured a glass of water and slid it to me.

      I tried to smile. “No, it’s just, he didn't show up for his appointment a couple of days ago, which isn’t like him. And I haven’t been able to get in touch with him.”

      “Huh,” he said, as though he were mulling over whether this was anything he needed to care about. 

      “It’s really weird though, right? I mean, isn’t he always in here?” I took a long drink of water, suddenly parched from the ashy air.

      Jimmy shrugged. He resumed polishing a pint glass like a little cliché. “Weird? I dunno. People come and go at their own pace. Not my place to keep track of their movements. But yeah, he usually don’t go more than a couple days without popping in. But like I said, I’m not his keeper. Hey, Trish, you seen Sharpe last couple days?” Jim called to a woman sitting a few seats over from me, a rail of a thing in a flimsy sundress who looked like she subsisted on cigarettes and rock-gut whiskey. There was something hollow in her expression—the look of someone who has given up on hope and dreams and has settled into the tight embrace of acceptance. 

      She didn’t look up from her drink at first. She rotated her shoulders, their sharp blades perching through her tanned, freckled skin. “Nah, not in a couple days.”

      I jumped at the opportunity of her attention. “You know John Sharpe?” 

      She tossed back her drink, signaled Jimmy for another, then finally turned and met my eyes.

      “Yeah, I guess. Doesn’t everyone?” 

      She pulled out a pack of cigarettes from her battered canvas bag and dexterously lit one. She shot me a side glance as though to make sure I wasn’t going to sound the alarm.

      “Are you friends?” I asked, ignoring the dingy halo of smoke.

      She leaned back in her barstool, slowly swirling the amber liquid in her glass with practiced ease, her other hand whisking her cigarette in and out of her painted lips in a fine balancing act.

      “Not sure about that. We know each other. Friend is kinda personal.”

      “She means she probably fucked him a time or two,” Jimmy tossed out. “And put that out, Trish. You know you can’t smoke in here.”

      Still clutching her lowball glass, Trish flashed him her middle finger. “Fuck you, asshole.” She stubbed out her cigarette on the bar, then turned back to me. “Like I would. What’s it to you, anyway?”

      I considered my words carefully. “Do you know if he was mixed up in any trouble?”

      She snorted a laugh. “Aren’t we all?” 

      Astute question. 

      I tried again. “Something more than usual? Mixed up with some bad people?”

      Her eyes—a watery, pale blue—narrowed in on me. She took me in from head to toe, assessing. I’d put her age at a hard-lived forty if I had to guess.

      “You that hippie girl moved into Lou’s place?” 

      I nodded. Apparently my reputation preceded me.

      She nodded thoughtfully as if that solved all manner of questions. “Seems like everyone round here is mixed up with bad people. You doubling as a cop or something? Why the detective routine?”

      “Be nice, Trish,” Jimmy said topping up my water. “She’s just asking about a friend.”

      Trish smirked. “Right. Friends.”

      “Never mind,” I muttered and turned my attention away. 

      “Sorry, sorry. You wondering if he was mixed up with anyone particularly bad that might want to hurt him or something.” Trish said, a statement more than a question.

      I turned back. “Yes. Something like that. He’s just…missing. And it’s weird.”

      “Huh. That is weird. He’s a nice guy but it doesn’t mean he didn’t hang out with some trash from time to time. He was a vet, y’know? They stick together but some of ’em go down the wrong path. Hey, Jimmy another?”

      “Sun’s still up, Trish. Take it easy.”

      “Don’t tell me how to live, bartender.”

      Jimmy rolled his eyes but complied in topping off her tumbler. 

      “Did he have some rough friends still?” I asked, my researcher’s brain revving up.

      “After Vietnam he ran with some crew for some years. What were they called? The Death Angels, I think. Something macabre like that. Guys don’t come back all right in the head after war I figure.”

      “He was in a biker gang?” The words sounded idiotic coming from me. I wanted to face-palm myself.

      She smirked. “Whatever you want to call it. He got himself mixed up with some rough guys. But he was smart enough to get loose after a few years. Got his head straight and got himself a job at the lumber mill. Pretty sure he kept his hands clean for the most part.”

      “So, you think maybe he was still involved with some of the guys he used to know?”

      “Place like this you’re sorta always connected. You don’t really move on from people. And maybe you still ask for a favor now and again. Pick up some work. We operate by different rules up here.”

      “I’m starting to see that,” I said, more to myself.

      She shot me a look that bordered on pity. “Seems like you care, but you’re probably putting that button nose where it don’t belong, if you ask me.” She threw back her drink then set a paper coaster over the glass. She picked up her pack of cigarettes again and stood. “Sounds like he don’t wanna be found. If I were you, I’d just let the guy stay missing.”

      I sighed and rubbed my temple. This was just not adding up. 

      “You want a drink, honey?” Jimmy said.

      “No, that’s okay. Mind if I just stand here for a moment and regroup?”

      He shrugged indifferently. “Stay all day. Can’t imagine my customers will mind the view.” He tossed me a half grin and moved on to tend to a paying customer.

      I leaned on the bar and sighed. This was getting me nowhere. Nancy Drew I surely wasn’t.

      I sipped my tepid tap water and my eyes took in the room. A few salty old-timers clung to their cups at the bar. A handful of tables housed a few more. A ragged couple bickered over the pool table. All faces I recognized—it was a small town—but I knew no one. Not really. 

      I was seeing people through a new lens now. The fog had been wiped away and the true picture of this town was coming into focus. How the softness in people’s eyes was encased with deeply etched lines that revealed a life of hardship. How distrust hid behind even the friendliest faces. How everyone watched everything but saw nothing.

      Someone had to know something. A man didn’t just disappear from a town like this.

      The hairs at the base of my neck suddenly came to attention. I felt like there were eyes boring into me from across the room. I hesitated to look around but finally I let my head shift slightly. A few feet to my right eyes like a dark tempest held me in their gaze. I glanced to the side and around behind me to see what had his attention. Apparently, it was me. My stomach pinched. I looked away but his gaze held steady. He looked vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t place him. He was long and lean with well-defined muscles beneath his flannel shirt. The sleeves were rolled up the forearms to reveal intricate tattoos crawling down to each wrist. Chocolate shaggy hair brushed the base of his ears. He had a hardened jaw with just the right amount of shadow to cast a roguish mask just bordering on sinister. The look came off as Hollywood mountain rugged rather than truly unkempt.

      I pretended not to notice him, but he made it impossible.

      Finally, I swiveled around. “Can I help you?”

      He stared at me hard for a few moments before answering.

      “I’d stop what you’re doing right now,” he said, his tone low and guttural.

      “Drinking my water and minding my own business?” I tossed back the rest of my water like it was something much harder. 

      “Asking questions.”

      A chill scuttled up my spine, but I forced myself not to react.

      “What I do with my time is hardly any business of yours.” I turned my eyes away, pretending to focus on the baseball game. Go Giants. Hurray.

      He stood and sauntered a little closer. “Call me a Good Samaritan. If you keep asking these questions, you’re going to piss some people off. Some people that you can’t even imagine how dangerous they are.”

      I flicked him a side glance. “How do you know anything about what I’m asking? What do you know about my questions?”

      He tossed back the remaining liquid in his glass. “Girly, this is a small town. You have no idea just how small. And when you start to piss people off, it gets even smaller. Soon the walls will close in, and they’ll crush you before you even see it coming. You do not want to go down this road.”

      I swallowed hard. I turned and I met his eyes—a blue-gray like the stormy Pacific.

      “Look, I’m just trying to find my friend. I think maybe you have me confused with someone else. I—”

      “No, Daphne Barlow. I know exactly who you are and what you’re doing. And I’m telling you as a friendly, concerned neighbor to just back off. Whatever Sharpe’s gotten himself into, just leave it alone.”

      “I can’t do that,” I said, my voice coming out quivering and weak.

      He snorted a laugh. “That's bullshit and you know it. You have a choice. You don't know what you're up against here.”

      “Sharpe was—is—my friend. Friends look out for each other.”

      “Also bullshit. You’re just some bored little girl who needs to give her life relevancy. You don't know the first thing about Sharpe’s life or the shit he was involved in.”

      His words went through me, climbing down each limb, settling at the core of me. I was starting to hear a pattern ringing out.

      “Was?” I said,

      “Excuse me?”

      “You’re using the past tense.” 

      He smiled lightly. “Was. Is. Will be.”

      “So I'm just supposed to walk away and let his disappearance go unnoticed?”

      He shrugged. “There are cops for a reason.”

      I laughed then. “Cops? What cops? Sheriff Mayberry? If you really know all there is to know about this town, then you know as well as I do he’s not going to do a damn thing about this.”

      His misty eyes lit up with amusement. “Oh, I know. And that should tell you something.”

      “I think it tells me this shouldn’t be ignored.”

      “What can you really do when the cops aren't going to help?” He leaned into the bar, elbow supporting his frame. 

      “Find some evidence of my own and bring in outside authorities.”

      He laughed. “God, you really are idealistic, aren't you? Where the hell do you come from?”

      “None of your business,” I snapped. Now he was just starting to annoy me. Or was he starting to scare me? The lines were blurred. 

      “Who are you, anyway?” I said. 

      “Like I said, just a Good Samaritan, Daphne.” The sound of my name on his tongue was unsettling.

      “Can you just leave me alone please?”

      He snorted. “Fine. Have it your way. It's your funeral.” He pushed his empty glass toward Jimmy and walked away.

      “Hey!” I called after. He stopped but didn't turn around. 

      “What?” he said with his back still to me.

      “You don’t get to just say cryptic stuff like that and not explain yourself.”

      “Your demands are cute.” He chuckled and kept going toward the front door. 

      I took a deep breath and sighed. “Fine. Can you help me?”

      He turned back around with a derisive smile. “Help you with what?”

      I chose my words carefully. “Can you help me understand? If you think I'm in danger, if you think I need to leave this alone, can you at least explain it to me?”

      He shot me a look that sent ice inching up my spine. 

      “Just leave,” he said and turned for the door.
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      Day three dawned. Sheriff Ron had said forty-eight hours but for good measure I let one more night pass. Now I was getting really concerned. I tried Sharpe’s cell again, but it was still going straight to voice mail. He’d either shut it off or it had died. Before I went back to Ron, I would go by his house one more time, just to say I’d done my due diligence. Maybe Sharpe really was just ignoring me for some reason. Or maybe he was unwell. Plenty of physical ailments could have the precursor of the mental disorientation he’d exhibited a few days prior.

      I reached for one of my flowy maxi dresses, then thinking about my surroundings, changed my direction and pulled on a pair of slim faded jeans, a pair of flat leather ankle boots, and a loose white T-shirt. I hopped into my Subaru and headed out down the road back to Sharpe's house. I turned off the ignition, breathed in a few times and slowly stepped out into the summer day. The September heat was suffocating and the ashy glow on the horizon signaled trouble. While people like to post pictures of their pumpkin spice everything, the moment Labor Day had come and gone, the last few years summer had stretched well into October, even in the mountains. I’d read that last year it had been almost ninety degrees here on Halloween. 

      The winds had died down today and in the still air every sound was isolated, beating in time with my thrumming heart. My boots crunched along the fallen foliage as I crept up toward the house. My eyes scanned the panorama—an impressionist still of orange and green as summer and fall waged war. 

      Still no sign of his Toyota.

      Even though I knew no one would answer, I knocked on the front door anyway.

      The stranger’s sinister words rang in my ear, and I knew I shouldn’t do what I was about to do next, but no one else seemed to be doing anything. It was what had angered me during my time at UC Berkeley. There had been so much talk about the atrocities of the world—injustice and poverty, poisoned lakes and depleted oceans, dying trees and extinct wildlife. People enslaved and abused. But what was anyone actually doing? All talk and no action anywhere.

      Well, I wasn’t one to sit around. I wasn’t going to let Sharpe down. If he was in trouble, then someone needed to find out what happened. He would do the same for me, I knew it.

      I slipped quietly around to the back and retrieved the spare key again. I slipped it into the lock, this time a deep sense of foreboding settling in my gut. To my shock, the key turned without resistance. It was unlocked. I blinked. Surely, I’d locked it up last time? Yes, I know I had. A chill plucked at my spine one vertebra at a time.

      I eased the door open and stepped in. The house had grown even more dank in the last few days. It was clear no one had been living here—but that didn’t mean no one had been here. 

      “Sharpe,” I called out, futilely I knew. 

      My senses heightened. I opened them all up, trying to take it all in. There had to be a clue, something I’d missed last time. I closed my eyes and listened, tried to feel the energy and the sensations on the air. Who else had been here?

      I opened my eyes and searched every detail. What was out of place? What was different from last time? Was the same number of dishes in the sink? The living room curtains were cracked—had they been last time? I made my way to the rest of the small house, checking light switches, appliances, couch cushions. I went into his bedroom, again feeling an overwhelming sense of intrusion as I stepped into a private place. Everything looked the same, if not a shade mustier than a few days ago. No, Sharpe had definitely not been back. I gingerly opened the dresser drawer again. 

      The wallet was gone.

      I blinked. I hadn’t imagined it, had I? No. I had picked it up, held it. Opened it. I could still feel the soft leather in my hands. It had definitely been in this drawer. And now it wasn’t.

      Something buzzed outside. I froze. A car? Maybe just the wind.

      The humming grew louder. It was definitely the sound of motors. I snapped the dresser drawer closed. I crept quietly to the living room and peered out the window. Three motorcycles were ascending the drive. 

      My heart pounded. I glanced to where I’d parked my car off to the side. There was just the sliver of a chance they wouldn’t pay any attention to it. Right, a hybrid Subaru parked out here. How many of those were there in town? Dammit, novice undercover mistake. 

      The bikes pulled up to the house and parked. Three men got off and removed their thin Harley-style helmets. They were wearing the embroidered vests of the local MC. I recognized them from Scotty’s. They moved toward the front door, their heavy black boots crunching on the fallen foliage. 

      I looked around the small cabin frantically. Okay, breathe, Daphne. I just needed to slip out the back door unnoticed. Or maybe I was overreacting. They were probably just there to check on Sharpe too. But I couldn’t be sure. If something had happened to him, these men might know something about it. 

      I quietly crept to the back door. I heard their voices as they drew closer. Just as I slipped into the back hall, the front lock clicked and the door swung open. They had a key. I slammed my body back against the wall, just out of sight. They stepped in, their boots heavy on the wooden floor. I held my breath and closed my eyes, trying to make myself small. 

      “Fucking stinks in here,” a man said. 

      “Surprised you noticed. Smell like shit yourself.”

      “Where do we start in this shithole?”

      “It’s probably in the bedroom. Old man wasn’t very good at hiding anything.”

      My heart thrummed. What were they looking for?

      “Wouldn’t it be on his phone?”

      “He woulda made a backup. Probably on a jump drive. Search every cranny. That recording can not get found by anyone else. Else every last one of us is going back inside. I’ll slit all your throats with a toothbrush if that happens.”

      “Yeah, yeah. We know.”

      I knew I should bolt but my curiosity and fear now had me frozen in place. 

      I heard shuffling and doors and drawers opening. It went on in silence for a few minutes. 

      “Might not be here. He have a storage or anything?”

      “How the fuck would I know that? Keep looking, but don’t make it obvious. If cops start sniffing around, don’t want it to look like we been here.”

      Another laughed. “What cops? Some deputized douche from the village?”

      “Just be careful, okay? Don’t be stupider than you have to be.”

      They continued on and I knew I needed to slip out while I still could. Holding my breath, I eased my body slowly to the back door. Their voices faded so I hoped they were too far into the bedroom to hear the back door. I slowly turned the knob. It creaked with resistance. I stopped, my heart thudding. Surely, they could hear its rapid staccato against my rib cage.

      I inhaled again and gave it a final turn. I didn’t care that it made a sound. I slipped out and the moment my booties hit the dirt I bolted. My heart was racing so hard by the time I reached my car that I thought I might pass out. I leaned over and forced some slow, steady breaths. I fumbled for my keys in my cross-body bag, but my hands were shaking so badly I dropped them in the dirt. Breathe, Daphne, breathe. I steadied myself, forced my fingers to grasp the metal, to steadily scan the fob and slowly open the door. I poured myself into the driver’s seat and quickly pressed the lock button. I glanced back through my rearview, but no one was chasing me. I let my head fall to the steering wheel for a moment and found my breath. I started up the engine, never so thankful for the absolute quiet of a hybrid engine, and let it slowly roll down the path and back to the main road. 

      When I hit the main road, I finally exhaled. I rolled down the window and breathed in the fresh air. I need to call Ron immediately. This time he had to take me seriously. Something was horribly wrong and this was hard evidence. Wasn’t it?

      I pulled over on the side of the road and pulled out my cell. I dialed. 

      “Sierra Ridge Sheriff’s Office,” Tammi’s voice answered. 

      “Uh, yes, Hi. Is Sheriff Ron in?” I said quickly, trying to keep the tremor from my voice. 

      “Who’s calling?”

      I hesitated, almost forgetting my own name. “Daphne. Barlow.” I heard her annoyed sigh into the phone. 

      “Sorry, miss, but he’s—”

      “Just put him on the goddamn phone, Tammi!” I snapped. 

      There was a pause and then a, “Just a sec.”

      “Daphne,” Ron’s voice came on a moment later, sounding about as excited to hear from me as Tammi was.

      “Yes, I know. You think I’m overreacting, and you don’t want to hear from me. But there's been a development.”

      He let out an exasperated sigh. “You are aware that you are not a police officer, correct?”

      Neither are you, apparently, I wanted to say.

      “Yes, I’m aware. But I’m at Sharpe's house now.”

      “Daphne—”

      “I know, just listen, okay? I came over here just to make sure he hadn’t come home. I wanted to make sure that if he had left, he'd at least shut everything off, locked the doors. Just being a friend. He’s old, right? Well, his wallet’s gone. It was here before, but now it’s gone. But he has clearly not been here.”

      “Daphne, that hardly—”

      “There’s more. The back door was unlocked. Come on, Sharpe knew better than to leave the door unlocked. With all the burglaries in this area? You know as well as I do those Parodi brothers just sit around scouting out houses waiting for someone to leave the door unlocked.” I repeated information I’d overheard at Bocce’s. I didn’t even know who the Parodi brothers were.

      There was a long pause. Ron breathed heavily into the phone.

      “You’re there now?” He said.

      “Well, no. Actually, I’m not anymore. These men showed up. And—”

      “What men?”

      “Some guys showed up and started searching the place.”

      “Who were they?”

      “I don’t know. Just men. They were like motorcycle guys.”

      “So, Sharpe’s friends?” Ron said.

      “I—” my head was spinning. “Maybe. No, I don’t think so. The way they were talking, it was like they were looking for something. Something Sharpe had hidden.”

      “Why don’t you come on down here and I’ll take your statement.”

      “Is that necessary? Can’t you send someone up there to check on things?”

      “I think it’s best you come down here. You want me to make a report or not?”

      I sighed. “OK, fine. I’ll be down there in a few minutes.”
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      I again found myself sitting across from Sheriff Ron in his little back office. He leaned back and stared at me, not saying anything. I knew he was just trying to make me squirm, but dammit, it was working. I didn't understand his reluctance to take this seriously. Why wouldn't he want to investigate the disappearance of a seventy-year-old man? What did he possibly have better to do? 

      I heard every sound isolated on the still, stuffy air of the small room. Tick, tick. Tap, tap. Drip drip. A slow torture designed to evoke madness. 

      “Can I get you anything? Coffee?” Ron chewed on something, maybe gum, his jaw slowly inching back and forth. He reminded me of a cow.

      “Tea, if you have it.”

      He snorted as if I were being haughty on purpose. When did tea become haughty?

      He relayed my request to Tammi and a few minutes later I had a Styrofoam cup of lukewarm water with a bag of Lipton.

      “Sorry, we’re all out of the Earl Grey,” Ron said. I imagined that was the most pretentious tea he could think to make fun of.

      “Alright. So let me rehash. You broke into Sharpe’s house—"

      “I had a key.”

      “You knew where he hid his spare and used it.”

      I sighed and rubbed my throbbing temple. “He had given me prior permission. In case of emergencies.”

      “So you say.”

      “Fine. So I say.” I sipped the tepid tea.

      “So, for the record, you were in Sharpe’s house for the second time. And you claim there were signs he was missing.”

      “Like I said before. He clearly hadn’t been home in days. His wallet, ID and credit cards were there. But his car wasn’t.”

      “But you said his wallet was gone today.”

      “Yes. Now it’s gone.”

      “So, who’s to say it was ever there? That you didn’t just make a mistake. That he, in fact, didn’t leave town in his truck, with his wallet?”

      “I know what I saw.”

      “Alright, so then today some nefarious masked men showed up looking for something.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I never said anything about masks, and you know it.”

      He smiled, amused. “But they were looking for something?”

      “Yes. It sounded as though Sharpe had something hidden that they wanted.” A recording, they’d said. But something in my gut told me to withhold that information.

      Ron pursed his lips. He tapped a pen on his notepad a few times then leaned back in his creaky chair. Finally, he sighed and sat straight. “Okay, so let's say something did happen. What happened?”

      I guffawed, irritated. “I don't know. How would I know? Isn’t that your job to figure out?”

      “Well, it just sounds like you two were real close. Maybe you can offer some insight on who would want to hurt him.” He shrugged. He was toying with me.

      “Who said he’s hurt?”

      He shrugged. “Speculation.”

      “I don't know who would want to hurt him.”

      “Was he mixed up with anything that you knew of?”

      “What kind of things?”

      “I don't know, drugs, crime, sleeping with the wrong woman?”

      I smirked. “Sharpe was seventy. You really think he was sniffing around the neighbor's wife?”

      “Stranger things have happened. It's a small town. Isn't a whole lot of options.”

      “Aren’t,” I said reflexively.

      “What?”

      “There aren't a lot of options.”

      Ron pulled his mouth into a tight smile. “And you wonder why you’re not very popular. So, what can you tell me about Sharpe’s family?” 

      I clutched my tea and thought through every detail Sharpe had ever given me. Coming up short, I shook my head. “I don’t really know anything.”

      He smirked, satisfied. “Well, I do. He had a wife a long time ago. They split pretty young. Came out of it with a daughter he don’t see. So, I guess I might know him a bit better than you.”

      My cheeks burned. 

      “Where is she?” I asked, my voice sounding meek.

      “Think Sacramento last I heard. And if you ask me, that’s where he’s gone.”

      “Thought you said they didn’t see each other.”

      He laughed. “Now who’s the cop?” He sighed, almost like he felt sorry for me. “How old are you, Daphne? Thirty?”

      “Not sure why that’s relevant, but twenty-seven.”

      “Twenty-seven. What I wouldn’t give to be that again. And how did you come to be so close to Sharpe? He seems an odd choice in a friend for someone your age.”

      “My grandpa’s in his eighties. Does that mean I shouldn’t enjoy spending time with him either?”

      Ron glared at my comparison. Vivid memories of Sharpe’s calloused hand reaching out to pull me from an icy ditch flooded my mind. But Sheriff Ron didn’t deserve my memories.

      “I told you Sharpe was a patient. He started coming weekly and we got to know each other. We were kind of kindred spirits.”

      “Right. Sure you were.”

      “He was a lonely guy with a lot of great stories to tell. I enjoyed his company, even if that seems weird to you.”

      Ron didn’t look engaged, and I could tell I was wasting my breath. 

      “Anyway, I was helping Sharpe with his back pain.”

      “And was he improving?”

      “Actually, yes, immensely. When he first came to me, he could barely walk upright. As of the last time I saw him he was back to working on his old Ford.”

      “What brought you up here, Daphne? Not exactly a hotbed of young, attractive people.”

      “I needed a life reset.” 

      “Care to explain further?”

      “Not really, no.” I pulled my mouth into a tight smile signaling I wouldn’t be offering any further explanation on the matter. 

      “Right. So did Sharpe mention anything that would lead you to believe he’d pissed someone off?”

      “No. He was just a sweet old guy. A little rough around the edges, but I didn’t hold that against him. He had a few MC friends down at Scotty’s, but his life was pretty quiet. I just can’t imagine anyone wanting to hurt him.”

      “MC?”

      “Yes, you know, the motorcycle club. C’mon, Sheriff, don’t act like you don’t know anything about that. Like you said, this is a small town. You know everything about everyone.”

      “Those guys have been known to start some trouble.”

      “I imagine so.”

      “We busted Fezzie G for drugs a while back. Club president.”

      “Oh, so you do investigate crimes when you’re in the mood.”

      “You’re annoying, you know that?”

      “I’ve been informed.”

      “You know Fezzie G?”

      “Do I look like the type of woman who hangs out with an MC?”

      “Can’t imagine their tea selection is up to par.”

      “I’ve treated a couple of them, but I had never even stepped inside Scotty’s until yesterday when I went looking for Sharpe. That’s the extent of it.”

      Ron wrote something down on his notepad, his mouth twitching beneath his mustache in amusement. I imagined it was more likely a grocery list than my statement. Milk, bread, apples. Netflix Magnum P.I.—or whatever curmudgeon middle-aged men watched. This was getting nowhere. 

      “I don’t understand why you aren’t taking any of this seriously,” I said. 

      Ron scratched his chin stubble. “You know, I actually kinda like you, Daphne. You’ve got some moxie.”

      “Thanks.” I tried to keep the snark from my tone, but it was difficult. 

      “You know people around here are wary of outsiders and don’t take too kindly to people coming on in and stirring things about.”

      “I’ve noticed.”

      “But, you’ve seemed to blend in enough to stay out of people’s hair. Not really bothering locals. Even helping a few.” He let the words sit suspended. “Until now. Now, you’ve become a bit of a nuisance.”

      “I hardly see how that’s the case.”

      “I appreciate your concern about Sharpe here. I really do. But people are saying that you’re running all over town making a stink. And it’s unsettling people. You need to give this a rest.”

      Everyone was starting to sound like they’d memorized the same script. It was like they were all under some code of silence. 

      “And I appreciate your advice. But I have the right not to take it. My friend is missing. And no one seems to care.”

      He sighed and his eyes flicked about the room as if to check for spies. 

      He leaned in slightly. “Daphne, John Sharpe isn’t your friend. He’s a patient. Or a client, or whatever you call it. I’m sure he thinks kindly on you. You seem like a real nice young lady. But I’ve had multiple reports of you bothering people. And it’s bordering on harassment. I can’t have that in my town.”

      Young lady. I was sick of being spoken to like I was in pigtails looking for an ice cream reward. And who was I bothering?

      “Is this really your town?”

      His bushy eyebrows went up. “’Scuse me?”

      I shrugged, feeling the defiance swell up inside me. “Are you paid or volunteer? Because, I mean, you’re kind of a half-assed sheriff at best, aren’t you?”

      His dark eyes narrowed in on me. “You’ve got quite an attitude problem, you know that girl?”

      “I’m not a girl, I’m a grown woman.”

      He laughed then. “Right, could have fooled me. Ask me you’re just a spoiled, naive city girl with a bunch of half-cocked liberal ideas you don’t even understand.”

      “You know nothing about me.”

      “Ever heard of Google? I may be a bit backwoods, but I do have the internet. And your name is all over that great wide interweb. Daphne’s Naturals. Hundred-million-dollar company. Known worldwide.”

      “That’s my parents’ company.”

      “Is it? Seems like it’s your name on the sign.”

      “What’s your point?”

      He grinned, flashing crooked teeth. “My point is that you know nothing about our way of life out here. You think because you’ve seen enough HBO dramas, you understand things. But you don’t. And I have tried to play nice with you. Steer you away from trouble. But now I am done softening my words. You need to stop bothering people. Sharpe will come home when he’s ready. It’s none of your business where he’s gone to. Am I making myself clear as mud?”

      I chewed my lip. What was the point of arguing with this Barney? “I understand where you’re coming from. And I know you’re just looking out for the interest of your people here. But I have the right to look for my friend and—”

      He slammed his hand down on the desk. I jolted up in my seat. “Stop! Please, just stop with your excuses about why you’re sticking that adorable nose into everyone’s business. Can you do that for me?”

      I ground my jaw but nodded. 

      He nodded curtly. “Good. I get it. You’re bored. It’s boring as hell up here, but what did you expect moving up here to the middle of nowhere? Now, just go back to your work mixing your little herbs and pushing on people’s pressure points. Don’t make me use my authority to stop you.”

      “Will you?” I met his eyes directly in a challenging manner. 

      “You don’t know what you’re doing here, little girl. Just leave things to the authorities. We’re in charge and we’ve got it covered. And I’ll be happy to tell you the moment we find out any pertinent information. But until then, you need to back off. I got real crimes to worry about here. I can’t be freaking out and dropping everything just because some local packs out for a few days. I’m trying to be nice to you here, but I think my patience is about spent. Go find something else to occupy your time.”

      “But his wallet, his license? The men at the house? None of that seems suspicious?”

      He chewed his lip. “I hate repeating myself. Leave this alone. Nothing rotten around here. Okay?”

      He smiled but it was far from friendly. It was final.

      “But I—” 

      He stood abruptly, the screech of his metal chair across the floor jolting me. “Have a nice day, Daphne. I hope I won’t see you in here again on this matter.”

      Conversation over. 

      I blinked dumbly a few times before slowly rising to my feet, so many arguments on the tip of my tongue. But I held back any further response. It wouldn’t get me anywhere. 

      “Thanks,” I said curtly. I brushed past him. 

      Fine. They wanted to treat me like an idiot, well joke’s on them. They didn’t know what I was capable of. I was perfectly capable of my own detective work. I was my mother’s daughter.
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      I was fuming when I stepped from the little station into the sweltering sun. Who were these worthless Mayberry cops anyway? Or cop. How does a town have one actual cop? That seemed like madness way out here in the middle of nowhere where any number of things could happen. How was a community supposed to be safe when the real cops were hours away and cell service was spotty at best? Sooner or later, it was going to backfire. No one was an island, my father’s words resonated in my ear. Always there with an inspirational quip, my father.

      I knew a lot of people in this town thought I was just a weird city girl with stupid unorthodox notions. But it didn't mean they shouldn't take me seriously if someone could be in trouble. It had always been like that for me. Sweet little Daphne with her funny ideas. Always trying to plant flowers and fix the problems of the world. Small and sweet and fit for a pocket. Until the company blew up anyway. Then I was Daphne the heiress. No longer weird, but rather now delightfully eccentric in the way that the rich are allowed to be without judgment.

      I groaned and thrust myself down the front steps, not caring that I was making an unseemly racket. A few locals smoking cigarettes on the corner flashed me side-glances but quickly averted. 

      “Daphne! Hey, Daphne. Wait up a minute.”

      I turned to see a man scurrying up behind me. He was youngish and dressed in plain clothes—rugged jeans and a denim work shirt, baseball cap—but had a little metal star on his lapel. 

      “Yeah?” I asked, trying to keep the sting from my voice but failing.

      He caught up to me, looking a little wary but offered me a smile. He had a boyish face and soft-brown eyes not yet encased with wrinkles. His light-brown hair was slightly shaggy beneath his cap. He removed his hat and ran his hand through it, a few sweaty tendrils sticking to his forehead.

      “I heard you talking in there to the sheriff,” he said.

      I sighed. “Yeah, well if you’re going to reiterate how I need to mind my own business, I’m pretty sure I’ve gotten the memo by now.” I scanned my fob over the car lock, ready to leave him in his smug dust.

      He chuckled. “No, that’s not what I was going to say. Look, I knew Sharpe pretty good too. He was good friends with my pop before he died. And he’s an alright guy, I say.” He rubbed the back of his neck nervously. Small beads of sweat percolated on his forehead in the midday sun.

      “I’m sorry, who are you?” I asked, tilting my head. 

      “Oh, sorry. Jeff Bauer. I’m an active citizen deputy.” He pointed to the star on his lapel proudly. Right, citizen deputy. This town’s excuse for a police force.

      He extended his hand to me, and I took it.

      Jeff continued. “And you’re right, when Sharpe said he was going to be somewhere, he was there. He never flaked on anyone. I know he looks rough and tumble, but he has a solid heart, and he takes pride in keeping to his word. He was an Army guy, you know?”

      I smiled and my cheeks warmed with sentiment thinking of my friend. “Yes, he seems that way to me too. So, what are you getting at?”

      “Well, what I’m getting at, Daphne, is that I am inclined to believe you.”

      I looked around as though there might be a flock of bystanders ready to laugh at my expense. No one but us and the birds.

      “Believe me how?”

      “That something might be wrong. Connelly doesn’t want to believe anything’s up because it’s too much work. I get it. Sometimes it’s just easier to assume the easy explanation. But I think you have a point. I don’t think Sharpe just took off without a word. Doesn’t add up.”

      My heart instantly felt a little lighter. Just to be heard and not instantly dismissed was a relief.

      “You do? Great, I’m not insane.” I laughed slightly.

      “I can’t speak to your general state of mind, but on this at least I don’t think you’re insane at all.” He grinned, almost childlike. 

      “I appreciate that. You know he was acting so strange the day before he went missing. It was like something was really agitating him.”

      He nodded along as I spoke. “Gotta trust your gut. Sometimes people can’t see the truth in front of them. Sometimes it takes an outsider’s view. Like yours. I think this is worth looking into. So I’m going to do that.”

      “But how?” My eyes flicked to the little station. “Aren’t you…” I wasn’t sure how to phrase it. Lacking in power?

      “Just a citizen? Well, sometimes I get to wear this little shiny thing and that gives me the authority to act in the police’s best interest. And in this case, given how shorthanded the sheriff is, I think I’ll take the load off by investigating this missing person report. I might be able to get a little further than you alone.”

      I was filled with gratitude, but also skepticism. “Thank you. That means a lot to me. But I have to ask the obvious. Why would you want to get involved?”

      He shrugged. “Does a man really need a reason to do the right thing?”

      “Depends. From what I hear, around here the ‘right thing’ is open for interpretation.”

      Jeff chuckled. “I won't lie, this town has an interesting relationship with the truth. And the truth is relative depending on whose best interest it serves. But I like Sharpe. He’s a good guy. And if there's a chance that he might be in trouble, well then, my old man would have wanted me to help. I don't feel right sitting by if there's a genuine concern. And, who knows? Maybe you're paranoid after all. And if you are and he’s just gone off the grid for a bit, then no harm done but some of my free time wasted. But if you have a genuine concern about this, I’m inclined to listen.”

      “Will you keep me posted on anything you find out?” I asked. 

      “I will. I’ll ask you not to get your hopes up about anything. Good chance Sharpe has just gone off on a bender or something. I couldn’t say. But I’ll let you know anything I find out. Here’s my number. Call me if you need anything.”

      I took a slip of paper from him. “Thank you. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate that.”

      He smiled and turned. “Sure thing, Daphne.”

      “Wait, Jeff. Can I ask you something?”

      “Sure. Can’t promise I’ll have the answer.”

      “Why isn’t there more authority in this town? How is it that no one seems to be in charge here?”

      Jeff chuckled. “Sheriff Ron’s in charge. Didn’t you know?”

      “Is he though? He hardly seems like he can be bothered. And why is it nothing but civilian deputies? No offense.”

      Jeff offered me something between a laugh and a grimace. “It’s the way it’s always been. People are just used to it.”

      I shook my head, incredulous. “But how do you have a town with no law enforcement? How does that happen?”

      He sighed and his eyes scanned the panorama of evergreen contrasted against the auburn hillside. “The area has maybe four sheriffs to patrol six hundred miles of rugged land. So, this town has learned to just police itself. There’s been a shortage of law enforcement up here for years. Who wants to spend their lives policing this lot for shit pay? So, we deputize locals to handle day-to-day situations.”

      “How has it gotten like this?”. 

      He laughed. “Gotten? Always been. There’s no money, no people. We couldn’t pay them even if people were willing to stick it out up here. Can’t provide benefits, retirement. It’s the way rural communities have been running for generations. Gotta fend for ourselves. We’ve got some of the highest violent crime rates in the state up in these parts but—” He shrugged as if there was no solving it.

      “So, petition for help. More resources. People must want change.”

      “Nah. That’s where you’re wrong. Nobody wants change. People like living off the radar. No one wants some Sacramento douchebag in a suit coming in and changing the way things have always been.”

      “So, there’s no law,” I said, the truth sinking in.

      “Oh, there’s law and order, but it’s the law determined by the town, not by the government. Criminal is all relative. A lot of people around here think the government is criminal.” The words hung heavy between us for a moment.

      Finally, he said, “Well I have to get to it. Make sure you pay attention to the news. There’s a fire smoldering a few canyons down. You know how they can jump the ridge up here.”

      “Sure, yeah of course. Thanks again.”

      “Have a nice day, Daphne.”

      As I watched him walk away, I felt for the first time in days as though I wasn’t losing my mind after all.
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      “As urban areas such as San Francisco, Los Angeles, and Sacramento grapple with the over-policing of minority communities and excessive police force, the state’s rural counties face a growing and serious law enforcement crisis: a critical staff shortage that puts the public — and deputized citizens — in danger.

      “Departments in multiple jurisdictions are operating with skeleton staffs, pushing response times into hours, or sometimes leaving residents without a response at all.

      “Rural California accounts for nearly half of the state’s land but only four percent of its population. It includes tourist destinations such as the Mendocino coast and Yosemite National Park, as well as some regions so inaccessible, they actually require horses, snowmobiles, or boats to reach.

      “They have failed to completely recover from the Great Recession even as urban and coastal areas once again thrive. Main streets in rural towns are pockmarked with empty shops, and tax revenue has languished or diminished, leaving local governments without money to pay for public services.”

      I peeled my eyes away from the editorial piece from last year’s New Yorker and thought hard about what Deputy Jeff had said. He hadn’t been exaggerating about the strange state of affairs up here. How had I never known this truth? 

      My head was spinning. I felt like I was in the heart of some suspense film with danger lurking around every dark corner. I wasn’t even sure there was anyone I could trust.

      Jeff’s reassurance had, however, given me more motivation to investigate further. I needed more answers. There could be so much more to the story. And I had the niggling feeling that there were people in this town who knew exactly what had gone down.

      It was a wild shot, I knew that. But considering Sharpe was a vet, he might end up at the Veterans Affairs clinic in Feather Ridge should something have happened to him. And while I knew they weren’t going to give me any information over the phone, they might just take pity on a bright-eyed girl in person, looking for her lost grandpa. 

      The roads were bone dry, dust and debris kicking up in the autumn wind as I drove out of town. A thin veil of ash coated the air. Something was definitely burning far in the distance and I hoped it stayed on the horizon. The small town faded to the thick foliage of the all-encompassing mountain forests and my mind drifted back to when I first laid eyes on this small slice of paradise.

      I’d been on autopilot as I’d wound through the mountains, finally coming to a little town just as my fuel tank beeped. I pulled into a little station reminiscent of 1950. I stepped into the convenience store and bought a bottle of water. My stomach started to grumble, so I asked about a good place to eat. The cashier gave me a strange look but then directed me to a little café on Main Street. The only café on the only Main Street, it would seem. For so long I'd been struggling to find meaning in my life. Something bigger than my parents' legacy. And suddenly, in this tucked away time-warped village, a new path unfolded. 

      A violent jerk jolted me from my daydreams. I snapped to attention. The car lurched beneath my grip. I slammed on the brakes instinctually and the car swerved. Fear lightninged through me as memories flooded my consciousness. I struggled against its force, finally regaining control and bringing it to a stop with a thump. I leaned against the steering wheel, breathing heavily through the sudden bolt of anxiety and fear coursing through me. Jesus, I needed to get a grip. I glanced up. I wasn’t in an icy ditch waiting to die. My scar pulsed in remembrance. But what had happened?

      I collected myself, then stepped from the car to investigate. 

      “Dammit,” I muttered when I spotted the deflated front tire. I leaned down closer and identified the nail proudly sticking out of the rubber. Double dammit. I cursed my parents for never teaching me how to change a tire. Why hadn’t they taught me anything practical!

      I pulled my cell from the center console. I held it up. No service. Of course not. Why would there be? I groaned loudly, futilely.

      I resisted the urge to kick the tire and stomp my foot in the dirt.

      Now what? I was in the middle of nowhere with a flat and no cell. I didn’t even know the area well enough to think about walking toward help. Who knows how far it was to the nearest gas station or store? I had to be three or four miles from the village already.

      I fell back against the side of my car and sighed. The September sun beat down on me and I was suddenly aware that I was also without much water. I glanced around at the hilly terrain. Maybe if I walked up the knoll a little, I could get service. I grabbed my keys and closed the car door, then started up the steep ridge, stumbling and struggling for purchase. My shoes might have been labeled boots, but the flimsy vegan leather was no match for the uneven ground. I finally reached the top and held my phone high above me. Still no luck. It was a solid dead zone. Dammit. I started back down the hill but quickly lost my footing. I tumbled all the way to the bottom. As my butt finally collided with the dusty road, I wanted to cry.

      The frustration welled up in me. Why was I even here? What was I doing even bothering with this? Everyone was right. I needed to just leave it alone. I should be at home right now with a patient or with a book and a cup of tea, minding my own business. Not off on some wild-goose chase, looking for a man who likely didn’t want to be found. 

      Just then the crunch of tires on dirt echoed in the canyon. I perked up. The definite sound of a vehicle was coming from down the road. Oh, thank God. I knew things weren’t so dire. Shortly, a pickup truck came into view. It slowed as it approached. Oversized tires, lifted body, inky-black paint with flames running down the side. A flag jutted from the bed—the anarchist symbol waving in the breeze. I pulled myself to stand and brushed the debris from my clothes, my heart pounding slightly. I smiled lightly and waved, hoping anarchy didn’t negate neighborly assistance.

      The truck stopped and the driver slowly stepped out, long legs before a thickly muscled torso. His hair was buzzed short in contrast to a thick black beard tickling his Adam’s apple. The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. He ambled over with the saunter of a western villain, all swagger and determination. 

      “Heya,” he said. 

      I swallowed. “Hi.”

      “Need a hand here?”

      My synapses rapid fired. I wanted to jolt away, to scramble back up the hill far away from this man. But I breathed in and calmed my nerves. Just because he looked like a villain didn’t mean he was one. Don’t be so judgmental, Daphne.

      He plucked a stray leaf from my shirt.

      “Thanks. I, uh, I fell.” I tried to laugh it off carelessly. He eyed the small hill and the scratch in the dirt my body had made as it slid down it. 

      “Looks like you cut yourself.” His calloused, oversized paw wrapped around my wrist as he turned my arm over, revealing a six-inch-long scratch down my forearm. 

      “Oh. Yeah. It’s nothing.”

      I moved to step back but his long thick fingers stayed wrapped around my wrist. He pulled me an inch closer to him. His massive frame radiated musk and liquor and cigarettes. His eyes, dark pools of menace, ran down my frame. I wanted to shrink into myself. 

      “Not exactly dressed for the woods,” he said. 

      Every sensor in my body was firing. “Yeah, I know. Need some better shoes. But thanks for your help. I should get going.” I tried to gently excise myself, but his grip wasn’t budging. 

      “Your car broke down?”

      Damn, damnity damn. “No, it’s fine.”

      His eyes flicked to my paralyzed car. “Seems you got a flat.”

      I tittered. “Seems.”

      “You got a spare?”

      I swallowed. “I’m sure I do.”

      “Tools?”

      My heart raced. “I—I’m not sure.”

      He grinned. “Don’t have mine on me either, but why don’t I take you back to mine and I’ll grab my tools.”

      I glanced at his truck. Sure he didn’t have tools. He probably had enough supplies on him to withstand the apocalypse.

      “Or you could just call me a tow from here?” I said.

      “No cell service here. Gather you already know that.”

      “Gathered.”

      He smiled then, a chilly, foreboding grin. He had me backed into a corner and I was screwed. He pulled me closer. 

      “Don’t worry. I’ll help you out.” Swiftly he grabbed my other wrist and pinned them against my side. He leaned close. His rank breath assaulted my senses. “Nice to have new blood in town.”

      Oh god, oh god, oh god.

      A horn honked, ripping us both from the moment. My new friend jerked up but didn’t loosen his grip. A gray single-cab Dodge Ram skidded up beside us, kicking up dust and gravel. My heart thudded as I watched the driver’s door open, and a pair of long, lean legs slide from it. 

      I recognized him. He was the mystery man from Scotty’s. The one with all the cryptic warnings. My heart sped up as he slowly approached and my instincts ran in circles. I didn’t know who unsettled me more, Cryptic Cowboy or Rapey McRaperson here. 

      “Tag,” Cryptic Cowboy said. 

      Tag—I guess his name was—stiffened, then dropped his grip on me. “Logan.”

      “You harassing our new girl?”

      Tag flubbed his lips. “Just getting to know her. Offering her my assistance.”

      “Not sure she’s ready for your brand of help. I’ll take it from here.”

      Tag snickered but seemed content with the outcome. “See ya round, new girl.” He blew me a kiss and I resisted the urge to duck.

      He moseyed back to his truck and slid in. I didn’t exhale until he was spitting dust in the opposite direction.

      “Heya,” Logan said. 

      I met his eyes and smiled warily. “Hi. Thanks for that. He was…creepy.”

      He offered a pitying laugh. “Yeah, more than a little. Think you might have just avoided some very unwelcome attention.”

      I shuddered. “Thanks to you.”

      “Got to be careful out on your own out here.”

      “I’ll try to remember.”

      He eyed my car. “Get a flat?”

      “Yes. Any chance you know how to fix a tire?”

      “Don’t you have AAA?”

      I sighed and held up my phone. “I do. But what I don’t have is cell service.”

      “Ah. That. It’s spotty on this road. Sure, I can fix it. You have a spare?”

      I twisted my mouth—a bad habit my mother always said was unbecoming. He laughed. “I’m sure you do. Pop that little trunk.”

      I obeyed and he rooted around until he found the panel hiding the spare tire. 

      “Great. Spare, jack, lug wrench—check. But I’m guessing you don’t know what to do with the parts.”

      My cheeks burned. I was the least prepared person to live in these mountains if there ever was one. 

      Sensing my embarrassment, he laughed again. “Never you fear, city girl. I gotcha covered.” Without preamble or hesitation, he went to work on replacing my tire. He stood, wiping his hands on a dirty white rag conveniently tucked in his back pocket, as though he routinely stopped along the road to help distressed damsels out of their element. 

      “Right as rain.”

      “Why didn’t you just offer right away?” I said.

      “What’s that?”

      “If you figured I had the spare and tools handy, why didn’t you offer to help rather than ask if I had AAA?”

      He shrugged nonchalantly. “You don’t seem to like help from others.”

      “Basing that on what information?”

      “Instinct. Am I wrong?”

      I said nothing for a few moments, then awkwardly said, “Well…thank you.”

      “Glad I happened along,” he said. He placed the flat along with my wrench and jack thingy back in my trunk. “You all good then?”

      I hesitated then nodded dumbly. He turned to go. 

      “Wait. Who are you anyway?”

      He flashed me a Cheshire Cat grin. “Who’s asking?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Just me. Daphne.”

      “Logan.”

      “I gathered that. But do you live in Sierra Ridge?”

      “I do.”

      “Then why have I never seen you around until yesterday?”

      His eyes trailed out over the thick trees and distant mountain peaks. “Do you know everyone in town?”

      “I guess not. But it’s a pretty small cast of characters. And you seem to be the type that’s always…present.”

      “I’ve been around. Also been out of town for a bit. Don’t know what else to say.”

      “Want to tell me what yesterday was all about? All those cryptic warnings?”

      He walked to his truck and for a moment I thought he was simply going to drive off and leave me hanging. But then he came back over, casually strolling. 

      “I didn’t think there was anything cryptic about it. I simply told you flat out what I thought.”

      “That I should stop asking questions about Sharpe’s whereabouts.”

      “That about sums it up.”

      I sighed, growing infuriated. “Well thanks.” I opened my car door. He stuck his hand out and clutched the frame. 

      “Wait. If you don’t mind me saying, you seem…alone here.”

      I wanted to snap back something witty. But I couldn’t argue. I was utterly alone.

      “I guess.”

      “You wanna take down my number or something? You know, in case you need any more tires changed?”

      I flashed him a dubious look. 

      He smirked. “Relax, city girl. I’m not gonna rob you. Or hit on you.” I blushed as he kind of read my mind. I couldn’t help it. I was conditioned to automatically assume kindness was a cloak-and-dagger act. 

      I rolled my shoulders nonchalantly. “Yeah okay. Sure. I guess it’s always good to know someone.” I casually unlocked my phone and handed it over as though I couldn’t care less. But secretly I was trembling with relief at the idea of having an ally—even a shady as hell one.

      He looked utterly amused as he took it and punched in his number.

      “Thanks,” I said not meeting his eyes as I dropped my phone in my tote bag and started the engine. 

      “Take care of yourself, Daphne,” he said and turned.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      “You find that recording?”

      “No. But we will.”

      “What does she know?” The voice, rough, gravelly, filtered through cigarettes and whiskey.

      “She doesn’t know anything. She’s just a nosy bitch poking her head where it doesn’t belong.”

      The slap came hard and fast.

      “You’re a fucking idiot if that’s what you think. She’s a hell of a lot smarter than anyone’s giving her credit for.”

      “Yeah, a bunch of fucking academic letters don’t mean nothing. Just ’cause she can read a book doesn’t mean she can figure out our business.”

      “You better goddamn hope that’s the case. The funny thing is, I kind of like her. If things were a little different, I wouldn’t mind being on the same team.”

      “Things are not different.”

      A headshake. “They are definitely not. And while I’m not looking for trouble, she seems hell-bent on bringing it to my door. And I just can’t have that. I just can’t have that at all.”

      “No. You just can’t have that at all.”
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      Following my unpleasant experience with locals, I decided to forgo the visit to the VA clinic and would try calling instead. Not that I thought they’d even give me any information. 

      “Veterans Affairs.”

      “Yes, I’m looking for information on a patient.”

      “Are you a relative?”

      “Not exactly.”

      She practically laughed. “Ma’am, you should know we can’t give any information about a patient over the phone.”

      “I don't want anything specific. My friend is just missing, and I need to know if anything has happened to him. I just need to know if he’s alive or hurt. He’s old and a vet and he doesn’t have anyone in his life who might be looking for him.”

      There was a long pause. Then a sigh. Her voice dropped a note. “I’m not supposed to give out information.” Another sigh. “But you say he has no family?”

      “That’s right. But I’ve become like family to him.”

      A deeper sigh. “It's a shame how many of our old vets have no one to care for them. Alright. What’s his name? I can at least tell you if he’s checked in here.”

      “Thank you. It’s John Sharpe. He’s seventy. He’s been missing for roughly four days.”

      “One moment.” My foot trembled as I waited. “I’m sorry, ma'am, but we don't have anyone checked in by that name.”

      “Is there anyone who might have been in an accident? Someone unidentified?”

      I heard the clack of computer keys. “No, I’m sorry. Not in the time frame that you've given. I'm really sorry.”

      “Thank you for your time.” I hung up.

      I guess I was on a wild-goose chase after all. Maybe the best thing for me right now was to just get on with my life. If Sharpe wanted to drop off the face of the planet, that was his business.

      I pulled out my Mac Book Pro and pulled up my Gmail. I scrolled back down to the alert. Against better judgment, I clicked the link. It was just a recent write-up—just another paid fluff piece my parents' expert PR team had managed. Improved numbers over last quarter. New product rollouts. A renewed commitment to sustainable sourcing. I heard the growl come from my belly. All crap. All lies. They were hypocrites, every last person at that company.

      I pulled up a browser window. My fingers skimmed the keyboard lightly before pressing down to type a search in the box. Don’t do it, Daph. Don’t.

      I typed. Daphne’s Naturals.

      So many things popped up, from blog posts to articles to write-ups. Mommy bloggers and foodies alike were obsessed with our products. And there, front and center, were the smiling faces of Mom and Dad, holding our mutt rescue dog. 

      No Daphne. 

      Daphne didn’t get a place anymore. I knew it was my choice, but I still felt the void in me. I still felt the sadness, the emptiness creeping in. It was like I had lost a part of myself. 

      I clicked the image, which led to the latest article. I scrolled through, trying not to look at the photo of my parents as I read about the new charity foundation. 

      The foundation that was my idea. I tried not to be angry, tried to fight down the rage that bubbled up within me. I closed my eyes and focused. I breathed in through my nose and out my mouth. I opened my eyes again and continued reading. 

      I had brought all these ideas to them, and they had used them. But what did I really expect them to do? Did I expect them to just let a great idea collect dust in a drawer? My parents didn’t build their empire by letting great ideas flutter away. 

      I could feel the old feelings bubbling up again. The same as I had fought so hard to conquer over the years. But demons are not so easily defeated. They lay in wait, deep within you and when you drop your defenses, they attack again. I was objective enough to be able to say that I knew I was intelligent. I have degrees and advanced training and I've built a small business. But there are days when I still feel insignificant. I still feel small and helpless and I will never amount to anything.

      I stared hard into the mirror, and I repeated my affirmations. I repeated the words that I had trained myself to say in moments of doubt and insecurity. I am enough. I am more. I am worth it. 

      I know that a lot of people doubt the power of things they call woo-woo, but I'm a firm believer in affirmations and visualization. Perhaps it was part of the way that I was raised. My house was full of vision boards as a child. My parents constantly pinning things to it. Constantly repeating affirmations at the dinner table. Still, it’s amazing how difficult it is to say those things out loud when your mind wants to fight it. When your heart doesn’t believe it. Were humans always this afflicted with feelings of inadequacy? Or was this a new phenomenon bred from the invention of the internet and social media? We live in this world constantly judged by others. Every time a celebrity or a politician does anything, says anything, it could be risked taken out of context. Every video that goes viral showing someone ranting or doing something horrible, it’s at the discretion of its creator to set the context. We live in a world of constant fear of scrutiny. No wonder half of us are insane. And even though I know this, I am still a victim of its power. 

      My phone buzzed with a text, snapping me from my reverie. It was from Willa.

      “You still coming around this afternoon? Cooking you something that might fatten you up.”

      I laughed. She was one to talk. I really wasn’t in the mood for socializing with so much on my mind, but I’d already made my excuses enough times for them to start taking it personally. 

      “Four?” I wrote back.
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        * * *

      

      That afternoon I slipped into a long floral maxi dress and sandals. I tied my curls back in a low ponytail and applied some light makeup. I spotted the organic peppermint lip gloss from Mom and groaned that it had managed to slip through my notice. Feeling guilty about the waste but anger winning out, I tossed the unopened tube into the trash.

      I swung into the market and purchased a bottle of Amador County sauvignon blanc and then found myself at the doorstep of Willa, Bess and Winnie—three lifelong friends now in their golden years who shared a rustic house outside of the main town on a hundred acres of wild land. 

      Soulful contemporary bluegrass hummed in the background as I walked up the old wooden porch. I knocked on the screen and heard a “Come on in!” from one of them. I stepped in and was pleasantly assaulted by the scent of sweet corn bread and savory spices. 

      “Heya, there,” Bess said as I walked into the house. The domestic of the three, she stood over a pot of something bubbling on the stove, white apron over a yellow sundress. Gray hair in a loose topknot and bare feet with pink toes. She flashed me a yellowed smile.

      I extended the wine. “I brought this.”

      “Thanks, honey. Go on out back. Willa’s on the grill. Winnie’s just being useless. Let’s open this up.”

      “It’s not chilled,” I said. 

      Bess rolled her eyes at me. “We’ve got ice.”

      The backyard was expansive, stretching so far back its borders faded into the distant mountains. Their spread sat a little higher than the rest of the town, affording stunning views of the surrounding area. 

      The Lost Sierra they called it. Nestled at the base of Plumas National Forest, this stretch of the Sierra Nevadas was an alpine wonderland of towering mountain peaks dotted with at least fifty glacially carved turquoise lakes, miles of hiking and trails. Sweeping vistas were around every turn—fertile valley floor farms beneath the rolling hills and snowcapped peaks. Hidden lake trails led to stunning views of rugged mountaintops. And best of all—there was room to breathe. 

      At just nine people per square mile and a thousand miles of river, the beauty of this hidden Valhalla was that it felt like a preserved relic of the Wild West, a manifest destiny luring wanderers away from the city to escape into the humbling grandeur of the mountains, to swirl a pan in the Yuba River, where little sparkling nuggets could still be found. Unlike many areas of the Golden State, the full spectrum of seasons came at you full force. The trees gave way to an autumn rainbow of colors, snow fell just enough to give it a Swiss-like vibe, and the bounty of spring flowers juxtaposed against the lingering view of snow-capped peaks made the winter chill endurable.

      “Hey, Willa,” I said approaching where she stood over the grill poking small carcasses with a skewer. She wore ripped jeans tucked into her standard motorcycle boots and her lean, muscled arms decorated with swirling ink protruded from her white tank. She had a cigarette hanging from bloodred lips. The scent of scorched meat filled the air, turning my stomach slightly. 

      “Heya, glad you could make it,” Willa said, not looking up from her culinary work. 

      “Anything I can help with?”

      “Nah, just sit your bony butt down and help yourself to a drink.” She jutted her chin toward a cooler packed with beer and cheap wine. 

      I complied but declined the drink. I set my wine in the cooler next to the others. Willa finished up her batch of chicken, hoisted it onto a ceramic platter and came over to me. She wrapped foil around the platter then plucked a sweating beer from the cooler. She popped the top, took a long swig, then stared at me.

      “Now, I heard a rumor you’re still all worked up over Sharpe skipping out.”

      My cheeks burned that I was the source of gossip. “I’m not worked up. Just…concerned.”

      Willa took another long swallow, draining nearly half the bottle. She grinned at me. “He hurt your feelings or something? He’s a little old for you to be sweet on him.”

      “What? No, it’s nothing like that. C’mon, you know that.”

      She chuckled. A few blonde tendrils fell from a tight bun. “Just fucking with you. So, what’s the deal? He’s really missing or something?”

      “I really don’t know. It all just seems a little strange. It’s like he just disappeared.”

      “That’s Sharpe, y’know? He was always a little flighty. Did things on a whim. I’ve known the man my whole life practically.”

      “Probably fucked ’em a few times,” Winnie said from her lounge chair, head back and giant white sunglasses shading half her tanned face. She clutched a sweating glass of something bright pink, which matched the shade of her lipstick perfectly.

      “That dick didn’t come near me. Least not that I remember.” Willa met my eyes with a wry smile. “There are some black spots on my memory and all.” 

      She tossed her beer can into a recycling bin then pulled out a bottle of sweating white wine. She pulled the cork from the bottle and poured some into a glass of ice. She extended it to me. 

      “Oh, no thank you. I don’t really drink.”

      Her eyebrow went up in a way that told me accepting the wine was not a kindly request. 

      “That’s the dumbest shit I ever heard,” Willa said. 

      I giggled nervously and took the glass. 

      “Drink it up. You can be a little dull. It’ll help.”

      I forced a smile and pressed my lips to the glass. “People keep telling me Sharpe had a rough go in his early years.”

      Willa nodded. “Yeah, like most people up here. It’s hard to make an honest living around here. I was lucky to have my husband’s pension, rest his dark soul. But it wasn’t really enough. Still ended up on the dole before my state bennies kicked in.”

      God, half the time I had no idea what these ladies were talking about. It was like they had their own language up here, purposefully convoluted as to confuse outsiders., like children who develop secret languages to fool their parents. 

      “Do you think Sharpe was into anything illegal?” I asked. 

      Willa bobbed her head, then gulped her wine. “You heard nothing from me, but don’t go underestimating people all the time. Not everyone is on the up-and-up.”

      I paused and sipped at my wine slowly. It was refreshing on the hot afternoon, but even half a glass was going to my head. Side effect of never imbibing I supposed. Maybe I’d need to take up the pastime if I was going to get anywhere with this crowd.

      “I imagine some people around here do all kinds of things to get by,” I said. 

      Willa raised an eyebrow at me. She seemed like she was studying me, trying to figure out if I was mocking her.

      “People anywhere,” I quickly corrected. “People in tough circumstances will do what they have to.”

      Her expression softened. “I wouldn’t get so worked up. He’ll turn up in a few days. Always does.”

      “Always does? You mean he’s disappeared before?” That definitely gave me some hope.

      “I think disappeared is a little dramatic. He’s gone on some unplanned trips on occasion. He’ll be back and he’ll feel right bad that he made you worry. You can count on it.” 

      I sighed. 

      Willa waved off the remainder of my concern. “Now c’mon, let’s eat and talk about something more interesting.”

      Shortly Bess came out with a pot of vegetarian three-bean chili—for my benefit, I was grateful—and corn bread and Willa served up the grilled chicken with summer squash.

      Willa pulled out her phone and switched the music. Jolene burst through the stereo. All three women yelped with approval.

      “Now there’s a woman don’t give a shit what anyone thinks,” Winnie said.

      “Amen,” echoed Willa. “You young girls should take a lesson from Dolly. I know she’s America’s hero right now solving the world’s woes one sequin at a time, but she’s been unapologetically herself for fifty years.”

      “Maybe you need a shirt. ‘I liked Dolly before she was cool.’” I teased.

      Willa pointed her chicken drumstick at me. “Stellar idea. Take no shit, Daphne. Never.”

      I saluted her. “Yes, ma’am. Be like Dolly. No shit taking. Got it.”

      Willa snorted but her eyes were approving.

      We ate and laughed about local gossip. How long had it been since I’d shared home-cooked food with friendly faces? Longer than I wanted to admit. I suddenly realized how much I’d missed something so simple as this—dinner with friends. Even if those friends were more than twice my age with pack-a-day habits.

      The evening progressed with ease, but the questions weighed on me. When I finally mustered enough courage, I cleared my throat, wanting to broach the subject delicately. “Do, um, do any of you know a guy named Logan?”

      “Logan what?” Bess asked as she sliced up a fresh-baked cherry pie and scooped from a vat of homemade vanilla ice cream.

      “I don’t know his last name.”

      “Well, you better give us more to go on then,” Bess said. She dropped a scoop of ice cream on a slice and handed it to me.

      “Well, he’s um. Maybe a little older than me. Tall. A little scruffy?”

      “Fuckable?” Willa asked, wiggling her penciled eyebrows.

      “He’s okay looking, I guess. If you’re into that type.”

      “Tall, dark and rugged? Who isn’t?” Bess snorted. 

      I sighed. “Does he sound familiar at all?”

      “Yeah, I know him. Logan Foley,” Willa said. She licked ice cream from her spoon. “Who’s asking and why?”

      “I met him the other day and I don’t know, I was just wondering what his story was.” God, I heard the meekness in my voice, and I wanted to hide under a rock. I sounded like a little girl.

      Willa laughed. “Oh, hot guy hits on new girl in town. What a shocking story.”

      “I never said he hit on me.”

      “Mmm, hmm,” Bess chimed in.

      “I’d steer clear. He’s a tool,” Willa said. 

      “Can you be more specific?” I slid a small bite of pie into my mouth. I never ate sugar and I felt the instant head rush. But when had I ever had homemade ice cream before? Worth. It.

      Willa ran her tongue along her front teeth. She reached for a cigarette. “C’mon, you know the type. Fancies himself a playboy. Probably isn’t a girl around here he hasn’t fucked.”

      I winced. “Oh.”

      She snorted. “Oh. That’s all your PhD is worth? Oh.”

      “How do you know I have a PhD?”

      “You have the damn plaque hanging on your wall, idiot. You think I don’t notice things?”

      “Oh.”

      Willa chuckled. “Hey, I’m all for a fling, but I don’t think you’re the love ’em and leave ’em type, Daphne. No offense.”

      “Not sure that’s cause for offense.”

      “How’d you come to ‘meet’ him anyway?”

      “Initially, he approached me at Scotty’s. Then yesterday he helped me when I got a flat.”

      Willa stiffened then practically glared at me. “The fuck you were doing at Scotty’s?”

      “What, can’t a girl have a drink with the locals?”

      She snorted. 

      “I was looking for Sharpe,” I admitted. 

      Willa rolled her eyes. “You’re an idiot, Daphne. That’s no place for you.”

      “It’s just a bar. I’m not a child.”

      She shook her head. “Idiot. Nothing here is just anything. Don’t you know that by now?”

      “Where is it you’re from again, honey?” Bess asked as though I was from an entirely different country and not five hours away.

      “Berkeley originally. I was living in San Francisco most recently.”

      “Mmm. All the same place to me. And don’t you have somewhere nice to go back to?” Bess said in a tone as sweet as her cherry pie. “Shouldn’t you be out sharing fruity cocktails with friends and ogling nice boys somewhere? Or ogling girls, whatever. I don’t judge. Point is, you must have people. You must have people.”

      People. Sure, I had people. People who wanted to own me. “It’s complicated.”

      “Why do rich girls always say dumb shit like that?” Willa said. 

      “Who said I was rich?”

      “Mmm, hmm,” Winnie echoed over her wineglass. “Honey, everyone knows who you are. If you were going for anonymity, you probably shoulda tried a name change.”

      Willa dragged on her cigarette and studied me. “It’s only complicated because you make it that way. You have nothing real to actually worry about, so you invent these ‘complications’ to give your life substance.”

      “You don’t know everything,” I said, feeling defensive. 

      She chuckled. “Ain’t that the truth. None of us do. Best lesson you’ll ever learn in life. The more you know, the more you realize you don’t know shit. That’s the only way you make it out of this circus.”
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      By the time I pulled into my driveway that night the moon was reigning supreme over the alpine skyline. I would have normally been in bed already—the consummate early riser—but it had been nice to distract myself with company other than my own racing mind and a book. My head was throbbing from the chaos of the last few days and I felt slightly wobbly from the glass of wine. I didn’t know how to process everything, and I didn’t know what I was supposed to do next. But one thing I knew was that I couldn’t keep chasing my own tail all over town. I needed to forget about this idea that Sharpe was in trouble and start listening to common sense. It was a fine line between paranoia and diligence. 

      I sleepily shuffled up my front steps and slid my key into the lock. I froze. No resistance. The door was already unlocked. I slowly pushed the old wood and it swung open with ease. I swallowed the lump forming in my throat and stepped through. I instantly knew something was wrong. The lights were off, but so was the energy. The air had a thickness to it, some unfocused quality I couldn’t quite put my finger on. I drew in a slow breath.

      A chill started at the base of my spine, then ran its way up, plucking each vertebra like an old harpsichord. I took another slow, deliberate step inside. I closed the door but didn’t latch it in case I needed to bolt for safety. The possibilities of what lay inside raced through my mind.

      “Hello,” I called out meekly. “Someone here?” I wasn’t sure calling out was going to do any good. If someone had broken in, I doubted they were going to greet me with a cup of chamomile. 

      I was greeted instead with the heavy sound of silence. I swallowed and moved into the house. I flicked the lights on. I blinked. The house seemed empty, but someone had definitely been inside. Everything was turned on its side. The side table, the kitchen chairs. Books had been pulled from the small shelf. Plates shattered against the kitchen floor with deliberate chaos. 

      I lowered my defensive stance and slowly strode through the mess. As I took in each shard of glass, each carelessly discarded element of my life, I felt the bubble of fear and frustration welling inside me until I thought I would erupt into tears. 

      I felt like my sanity was slowly unraveling one small thread at a time. I closed my eyes, took a breath, and tried to collect myself. I opened my eyes again and reassessed. So someone had ransacked my house. Why? What could they have possibly hoped to find here? Did they have the wrong house?

      As I slowly walked through, assessing the mess, a thought dawned on me. Maybe they weren’t looking for anything. Maybe this was sending a message, plain and simple. 

      Stop what you’re doing. 

      Could everyone be right that I needed to leave this alone? But wasn’t this proof that something was in fact amiss? If Sharpe had simply disappeared in the night, what was the point of this show? The questions would not stop rolling through my addled mind.

      I picked up the chairs and righted them. I turned the end table back over and picked up the books that had been tossed aside, pages half torn out. My stomach turned at the sight of my sanctuary disrupted with such purpose. I closed drawers that had been haphazardly flung open and pulled off their tracks. 

      Slowly and cautiously, I crept down the hall. Was I still alone in the house? My entire body shook as I took vigilant steps in the dark. I approached my bedroom and closed my eyes. I counted to ten, took a breath then pushed the door open. I was met with heavy silence. As far as I could tell no one was there. But someone had been. I felt it on the air, thick and weighty like the hazy hangover from a storm. 

      The questions swirled in my mind like a dream. Why would someone bother with all this? Something was clear though. Whoever had done this had not been subtle. They wanted me to know they’d been there. They wanted me afraid. 

      Well done to you, I thought as my body shook. Mission quite accomplished. I stared about my room, silently assessing anything that might be out of place. They’d riffled through my dresser, moving my boho jewelry around and messing up my drawers of organic cotton underwear and sustainably sourced T-shirts. They’d tossed some items on the floor and left the drawers ajar.

      I reached for my phone, my instinct to instantly call the police. That’s what I would have done in Berkeley, of course, the moment I suspected a break-in. My finger hovered over the keys. I locked the phone and set it down. Phoning the police wouldn’t do anything. They—Ron—wouldn’t care. I doubted he’d even show up. 

      I sighed and kept on. In the small bathroom I found toilet paper shoved into the sink drain and toilet. The faucet was turned on and water now dripped from the basin onto the floor. I quickly shut it off and tried to peel out the sticky wad of soggy paper. I spotted my bamboo toothbrush in its usual place, seemingly unmolested. But I’d seen those news reports. I plucked it up and tossed it in the trash. I had no interest in brushing my teeth with someone’s feces, thank you. 

      I walked back to the kitchen and plopped down at the table. Tears threatened again as the magnitude of it all sank in. I rested my head in my hands, feeling the despair crawl up my spine and spread through my body like cancer. What was I doing? What was I trying to accomplish here? And if someone was determined to send me a message, was it about time I listened?

      Fear was festering in my gut. Real fear. It was a strange, isolating feeling. My finger traced the screen of my phone. I should just call Ron. He had to respond, right? If you couldn’t call the police, who were you supposed to turn to?

      Hands shaking, I scrolled for the number. I typed in the first few digits, then stopped. What if Connelly just laughed me off yet again? It seemed impossible to refute that something had happened here, but he seemed like the kind of guy who could make a double homicide seem like a kids’ game gone wrong and nothing to lose sleep over.

      But what about Deputy Bauer? He had seemed keen on helping me. Before I could second-guess myself, I fished out his number and dialed. It rang and rang then finally clicked through to one of those automated text responses. 

      Jeff here! Already dead asleep for the night with the wife. If ya have an emergency, call 911.

      Dammit. 

      I dropped my phone onto the kitchen table. Not knowing what else to do, I collected my bag, water bottle and a kitchen knife and I ran to my bedroom. I bolted the door then hid under the covers until morning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The night ticked by at a snail’s speed as I hid from monsters in the closet. Finally, at some point I drifted off to a fitful sleep. In slumber, dreams haunted me like wraiths. I woke in a sweat, drenched in anxiety and haunting fear, both irrational and justified. It took a moment for my mind to find consciousness again in the break of daylight. Finally, the shadows of the nightmare faded into the violet-gray light of a new day.

      I padded out to the living room, half expecting to find it had all been a dream. But no, there was the evidence of its reality scattered across the floor and counters and walls. I fixed myself a cup of Lapsang and stared at the mess, processing. Trying to decipher the message someone was obviously sending me. 

      I pulled up Jeff’s number again and pressed send. It rang and went through to voice mail. Dammit! I sent a text. 

      Hey Jeff, it’s Daphne. Can you call me when you get this? Thanks.

      I sighed and thumped back in my chair.

      A town with no police. Should I try calling outside help? What was the point? It would take them three hours to get here, even if they did take me seriously. Likely I’d be laughed off, dismissed. Told I was a nice girl and to go home. I was seeing a pattern here. I was quickly realizing towns like this didn’t like it when you disrupted the status quo, when you peeled away the layers of the well-constructed facade. Hadn’t I realized that’s why these people locked themselves away in isolation on a mountain? They didn’t want to be shaken up. They wanted to be left alone. 

      Feeling restless, I pulled out my computer and opened my bank’s website. My palms clammed up as I typed in my username and password and pulled up my account. My stomach cramped up as I noted the missing zeros. The number was getting smaller every day and the meager amount that I was earning for my practice here in Sierra Ridge was not replenishing the funds even remotely fast enough. I hadn't paid much for the house, but I still had a small mortgage and monthly bills. And when you're barely scraping by relatively speaking, even minor expenses added up. As it was, I didn’t have enough patients to keep me afloat. And if I was making more enemies than friends—I shook my head.

      My fingers itched to open a new browser and go to the trust account. It had been two years since I came of age to fully inherit, but I hadn't spent a penny of it. I had been determined to make it on my own. I didn't want that money. For all I cared, it could sit in that account and grow and one day I would donate it all to some worthy charity. My friends thought I was insane. While they were off gallivanting around Europe and easily tossing down twenty-dollar brunch cocktails in Cow Hollow, I was budgeting. I was living like the masses by choice. Maybe it was ridiculous. Maybe I was just a fraud. I was just playing at being poor at the end of the day. Because if at any moment I got myself into a serious problem, all I had to do was log into that account and transfer money. And part of me hated that. I hated that no matter what I tried to do, that security blanket was always there. The one time I had threatened to give it all away, my parents threatened to file an injunction. I assumed I could do with it what I wanted, but I also did not have the legal acumen to go against my parents. And if there was one thing I knew, my parents could be ruthless when it came down to it. Especially when the family legacy and pride were at stake. Daphne’s Naturals heir thwarts inheritance did not make for a positive headline. They would see me committed rather than allow that to pass.

      I knew I shouldn't do it, but I was feeling low on willpower at that moment. I pulled up the San Francisco Chronicle article I had saved to my desktop. It was nearly twenty-eight years old now. I was just a blink in my parents' hopeful eyes. They met the camera's gaze with wide-eyed wonderment, their excitement still traversing the space and time between myself and that faded snapshot.

      I always loved the accompanying picture. My parents with terrible early ’90s hair and mismatched hippie clothes. But their smiles were genuine, bright beams shining through space and time, showing me the people they'd been back then. Visionaries. Idealistic. Dreamers. 

      What had happened to them?

      I scanned the words I knew by heart by now. 

      "We want to create a company that reflects the better values we want for the world. We want our future son—or daughter—to grow up in a world that cares. That matters. That has a future. We're all in this world together."

      I closed my eyes and recited the words over in my head. A better world. Was that what they still thought they were doing with their corporate greed and focus on profits at all costs? I thought of my mother now with cropped, styled honey hair and chic linen pants that cost more than most people's rent. Private jets. Yoga retreats in India. A personal guru. 

      They'd lost sight of it all. When did that happen? Was it me? Or was it when they had that first taste of success as Daphne's Naturals began a rapid global spread? Money and power have a way of doing that to a person. 

      I didn't know why I tortured myself with it. It was a bad habit, but I lost the battle in moments of stress. Somehow, I thought revisiting it served to remind me that my parents did have the right priorities at one point. That maybe they hadn't gone too far. Maybe if they could see what I was trying to accomplish here, they'd have a change of heart. 

      What that change of heart could possibly even look like, I didn't know. For all their talk of enlightenment, they were just capitalists at heart who’d found a lucrative niche. Maybe once their idealistic Berkeley days had been an incubator of ideas for a better, healthier world. But those days were long gone, buried beneath the family fortune.

      I sighed and closed the laptop. I would just have to take on more clients. Or, maybe I could become a social media influencer. Mountain Healer Girl. I knew some people who were making a full-time living doing that. Amassing followers, posting pretty pictures and inspirational videos, and ruthlessly touting products that came with the highest bidder. Would that make me a sellout? What if I only promoted products I truly believed in—products that were making a difference in the world, supported marginalized communities? I leaned back in my chair. Who was I kidding? All my ideals meant nothing when you couldn't pay the bills. And the truth was, it wasn’t like people were knocking my door down trying to get my services. I finally had to admit that I had severely overestimated how much a town like this would appreciate what I had to offer. 

      Why would I assume I could make any kind of difference in a place like this? Because I’d been raised to think that. You can be anything. The world is your oyster. Follow your passion. The world had done my generation a disservice by promising us the world but never actually telling us how we were supposed to achieve all these attainable dreams. Despite all my search for mindfulness and fairness, did I still think that things were going to just work out for me because I thought they should? I'd grown up around a lot of people who, even though they touted virtues and gave lip service to equality, still walked into the middle of the street despite oncoming traffic, simply because they were so entitled they assumed cars would stop for them. Was I any different in this? Did I hold an entitled assumption that the police needed to listen to me simply because of who I was? Why should they? To them I was just some crazy young girl who moved to a mountain town all alone. They owed me nothing.

      My phone buzzed with a text. 

      It was from Sarah. Hey you! You free for a coffee today?

      My finger circled the phone. I didn’t really feel very social, but it was probably the best thing for me. I needed to get out of this house, get out of my own head. I checked my appointment book to confirm I had nothing on the rest of the day. 

      Sure thing, I wrote back.
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        * * *

      

      Sarah was waiting for me at Bocce’s Café with a cappuccino in hand when I arrived around lunchtime. I ordered a spiced chai from the counter then moved to the table where she sat. She smiled brightly as I slipped into my seat, but I detected something unsettled behind her eyes. 

      “So glad you could come,” Sarah said. 

      “Everything alright?”

      “Why wouldn’t it be?”

      I hesitated, trying to decipher if I was being paranoid or if I should listen to the small pinch in my gut. “Just seemed out of the blue.”

      “I told you the other day we were overdue! I just didn’t want to let more time go by. And I’m taking the rest of the day off. Finally got a new girl in here.” She nodded toward the teenage girl working the counter. Sarah sipped her coffee and bobbed her head. “And to be honest, I know you’re a little stressed with this Sharpe thing.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “People talk. You know that. And I thought maybe you could use some company. I know when I get like that, I tend to retreat into myself, when really what I need is a friend. So…” She shrugged. 

      Her words warmed me. “Thank you. Actually, that’s spot on. This was probably—exactly—what I needed.”

      We sat for a beat. There were so many things on my mind, I didn’t even know what to talk about. 

      Sarah finally filled the silence. “So what’s the deal with the great Sharpe search anyway?”

      Something in her interrogative tone set my teeth on edge, but maybe this whole thing was just making me see everyone as a potential enemy. I swallowed a gulp of tea. 

      “Still no sign of him. I don’t know what to think.”

      Sarah shook her head. “That’s very strange. Not like him.”

      “Exactly what I said. But apparently you, me and Jeff Bauer are the only people in town who see it that way.”

      Sarah tilted her head. “Jeff Bauer? You talked to him?”

      “He saw me at the Sheriff’s station. Came over to tell me he thought I might be onto something.”

      “Huh,” Sarah sipped her coffee. “Is that right.” It was more of a muttered statement than a question. “You’ve talked with Connelly again then?”

      “Yes, but he thinks I’m being paranoid. Thinks Sharpe likely just got out of town, maybe went to see his daughter.” 

      “I think that’s a safe bet.”

      “So you did know about her,” I said. 

      Sarah looked nervous. “Oh, well actually yeah. I’ve met her. We’re about the same age. I kinda just forgot about her.”

      “Sharpe never mentioned her. Know what happened between them?”

      “Oh, who knows what goes on in families. Sharpe, he wasn’t exactly a great father. He’s a sweetheart now. But you have to understand that in his younger years, he was a bit rough. Ran with a bumpy crowd when Jessica was young. Drinking, drugs, bikes. You know the type.”

      “Jessica. That’s her name?” She most definitely had known about her.

      Sarah shifted uncomfortably. She tucked a lock of auburn hair behind her ears. “Um, I think so.”

      “So they’re estranged?”

      “That’s a strong word for it, but I would at least say strained. I think they may chat once a year or so, but they don’t really see each other.”

      I tilted my head. “If that’s the case, then why would Connelly think he’d gone to see her?”

      Sarah’s eyes went blank. It was like I’d caught her in a lie. 

      “Sarah,” I pushed. 

      She blinked then forced a smile. “You know, I heard they were trying to reconcile. I think she had a baby recently and wanted him in her life.”

      Her smile was plastic, forced. She knew something more than she was saying. 

      Maybe Sharpe had fled town. But maybe it wasn’t just to see a daughter and a grandchild. Maybe he had no choice but to get out of town fast. A picture was starting to form in my mind. Maybe it was time I contacted outside law enforcement. 

      “I wouldn’t worry, Daphne,” Sarah said as though reading my mind. She reached for my hand and squeezed. “I’d just give it all a rest. Stress ain’t good for you. Isn’t that what you’re always telling us?”

      For a moment our eyes locked, and I saw the warning in them. It wasn’t threatening but pleading. Let this go. Leave it alone.

      But now more than ever I couldn’t do that. 

      “Do you have a number for Jessica? Maybe I could just give her a ring and make sure everything’s fine.”

      Sarah’s grip tightened. “I don’t, actually. It’s been so long.”

      “It’s okay. I’m sure I can find her online. Is her last name Sharpe?”

      Sarah’s grip tightened around my wrist to the point of pain. “Daph. You leave this alone. Now.”

      I searched Sarah’s eyes, trying to wade through the flickering fear. “Sarah. What’s wrong? Why are you so insistent?”

      Sarah hesitated a moment, then lightened her grip. She forced a smile. She leaned back and picked up her coffee.

      “It’s nothing. I just think you’re making a big deal out of nothing and it’s starting to get to people. You’re spooking people into thinking something is wrong. And that unsettles everyone. I just don’t want you to become the target of anything nasty because people are looking for someone to blame.”

      “Or because someone wants to keep me quiet.”

      Her face fell. “Why would you say that?”

      “Do you know a guy named Logan?”

      She stiffened. “Logan who?”

      “I think his last name is Foley. Kinda tall and rugged. Maybe thirty-five to forty years old?”

      Sarah’s eyes went cold, as though they were actively trying to hide emotion. “Sure. Everyone knows everyone. Why?” Her tone was salty, clipped. 

      I chose my words carefully. “He approached me at Scotty’s the other day. Gave me some similar cryptic warnings.”

      “What were you doing at Scotty’s?”

      “Asking about Sharpe.”

      Her hands seemed to tighten around her mug. “Well, stay away from that one. He’s trouble gift-wrapped in tight flannel.”

      “So you know him well?”

      “Only well enough to know he should come with a warning label.”

      “Why would he say those things to me?”

      Sarah picked at some dried coffee on her mug. “Who knows? He’s just someone who likes drama. Just ignore him.”

      I nodded but something in her expression begged me not to ignore any of it. 

      “Not to pry, but I feel like there’s a story there.”

      “No story. You just know the type. We all do. The kind that isn’t worth the heartache. He’s left more than one girl around here in a puddle.”

      “Yes, I know the type,” I said. I’d been in a puddle once or twice myself. I pushed thoughts of Benji from my mind. He didn’t deserve the real estate.

      “So just ignore whatever he says. He wasn’t even friends with Sharpe,” Sarah said.

      “Wasn’t? Past tense?”

      She flashed me a look that bordered on a glare. Then it softened to an easy smile. “Isn’t. Whatever. I know you have like seven degrees, but you don’t have to be so literal all the time, shit.”
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      Visiting with Sarah had accomplished the opposite of what I’d hoped. I was now even more rattled knowing she was hiding something. Was everyone in this town in on some big secret they were desperately trying to keep from me? My hands shook as I sipped a green smoothie and stared out the window at the panorama of thick forest and sharp mountain peaks. 

      As twilight descended, the wind picked up again and now ripped through the trees with an agenda. A gray blanket was settling over them, their leaves now a rainbow of reds and oranges as fall moved in. I shivered despite the heat and pulled my long sweater more tightly around me. Dark things were coming and they were quickly accelerating. 

      Nights could turn on you quickly this time of year, coming in with a dark inky blanket, coating the region with a crisp frost. The air was growing thinner, darker, more menacing. But like most things up here, the weather was unpredictable. Lingering summer battled against the mountain fall, vying for dominance over the region. Blistering days could sink into a sweeping chill without warning. It could then blaze again as fires raged in the dry valleys.

      I first thought of this place as a mountain paradise. But that’s not quite what I found, was it? This place was a land without law, without mercy and heavy on judgment. A place that the rest of the world had abandoned. Maybe there was a reason for it. Maybe places that the world had left behind should be left alone. Perhaps you shouldn’t go digging where you didn’t want to find the body. I wasn’t sure I was prepared for this. I wasn’t sure that I was ready to face what lay ahead. Was I strong enough to face this place dead on? 

      I barely managed two hours of sleep that night. I tossed and turned in tangled sweaty sheets. The scuttle of insects and the clandestine affairs of nocturnal creatures—every rustle, every breath had me shooting up in bed, wide awake. The morning came all too soon and not soon enough as my emotions warred. 

      I sat at my kitchen table, feeling a shell of myself, as I checked my appointment book. Most of my appointments had canceled and I now had only two people coming in. One regular and one new patient who had just set up an appointment through my online scheduling app. 

      I readied my workshop, setting out the oils and herbs and therapeutic equipment. 

      The first patient of the day was Jenny Riddle. A fresh-faced girl of twenty-two and already two years married, she was just entering her third trimester and was on the border of many health conditions, including high blood pressure and gestational diabetes. She’d gone to see a doctor in Jackson that told her she was at risk for a premature birth if she didn’t fix it. Well, I thought I could help. She was my first prenatal patient, and I was excited for the opportunity to help.

      Jenny arrived right on time. Her cheeks had a soft roundness to them and her eyes twinkled. But beneath her sweet exterior I could see the fear. She was terrified of everything this baby meant for both her health and her life. She was hopeful, but uneducated and painfully unprepared for the challenges ahead.

      “Hi Jenny,” I said, welcoming her in. “You look well today.”

      Jenny threw me a half smile. “I feel like two-ton Tina over here. Think I could join the circus as a sideshow.”

      “You look amazing for seven months.” A little too amazing, I thought as I noted the way her belly curved only slightly beneath her tight cotton dress. She was wiry and thin with delicate limbs and features. 

      “Have a seat and let’s check you out.”

      Jenny waddled to the seat and plopped down as though she were three times her size. I imagined she was all of about a hundred pounds normally. I did my best not to laugh at her dramatization of her state. I knew that even trim women could have difficulties during pregnancy. Mother Nature wasn’t always discerning in her dole.

      “Let’s check your vitals, OK?” I checked her pulse, blood pressure, and breathing. Then I did a sweep of her weight, her skin and nails. 

      “You look better than last time. You’ve cleaned up your diet?”

      Jenny was never at risk for gaining too much weight. On the contrary, she was undernourished when she came to me, subsisting on Diet Cokes and frozen foods and not much of it. All the chemicals and sodium were making her jittery, irritable, and sleepless. Her baby was crying out for some broccoli. 

      “Green juice every morning,” she said with a smile. “Not even that bad once you get used to it. Even got Johnny on them. He says it’s almost like a cup of coffee.”

      “That’s fantastic. The body craves its energy from whole foods, not chemicals. And the soda for you? Have you cut back?”

      “No more Cokes.” She smiled sheepishly. 

      “Good girl. No one should drink that stuff, but especially not a baby that needs extra nutrition. It will remove the rust off a penny. Just think about that when you get a craving.”

      She cringed and nodded. 

      “Well, everything seems to be greatly improving. How’s your sleep?”

      “Better. My low back is starting to ache some so that’s keeping me up. But I’ve been good and not taking any pills.”

      “I know that’s hard. Here, I have something that will help. Come over to the table.”

      Jenny followed me to the massage table, and I applied an oil mixture of lavender, rosemary and cayenne to relieve the pain.

      “That tingles,” she laughed. 

      “I know. But it’s a natural way to relieve the pain.”

      She sat up. “Thanks.”

      “Here, I’ll give you a small vial to take home. Have John rub it on you as needed.”

      “You’re a lifesaver, Daphne. Really you are. Don’t know what we’d do without you.”

      I blushed. “I’m just glad I can help. Not to sound trite, but helping people really gives me joy.”

      She took my hand then in a tight squeeze. “Just ignore everyone, OK? This town needs you.”

      I froze. “What do you mean?”

      She flashed me a soft smile. “This town can be a warm blanket or an icy tomb. I know that well. Just stay strong. I’ll keep coming in, no matter what people say. You’ve got my word.”

      She steadied herself on her feet. 

      “I’m not sure I understand,” I said.

      Jenny pulled cash from her purse and handed it to me. “Till next time,” she said without clarifying.

      “Jenny, wait—"

      But she ignored me and waddled out of the house.
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        * * *

      

      Jenny’s words left me shaking. After she left, I tidied up and sat waiting for my next patient but found it nearly impossible to sit still with her comments reverberating in my already befuddled mind. 

      Finally, there was a knock at the front door. I took a deep meditative breath, then opened it with a smile. A man stood in the entry, longish dark hair slicked back into a ponytail. Tanned skin, sharp jaw, sinister eyes. Like most locals, he had a weathered look about him, but there was something about his aggressive posture that tickled the base of my spine. I forced a smile. 

      “Hello. You must be Mike. I’m Daphne. Come in.”

      He gave me a curt nod followed by a forced half smile that came out more like a snarl. Clearly social interactions were not his strong suit. 

      “If you’d please have a seat,” I gestured to the intake table. “Let’s have a chat and you can tell me about your concerns and then we can see if I can help. You mentioned on the online intake form that you’ve been suffering migraines, is that right?”

      His eyes scanned my cottage, taking in every nook and notion. He was tall and well muscled. Not too old—maybe forty—but there was experience in his eyes. This was a man who had seen and done things. Things that might not be happy. 

      “So you’re a doctor?” He asked. His voice was rough and slightly accented. I thought I’d heard a similar intonation from some of the Native American women I’d met in the village.

      “Well, of sorts. I’m a holistic practitioner. I didn’t go to medical school. But I have a PhD as well as certifications in holistic healing.”

      “And what the fuck is holistic healing?”

      His roughness caught me off guard and I faltered. I would have assumed that he understood my area of practice before making the appointment, but perhaps I was recommended to him. I scanned my brain to recall if he’d indicated as such on the online form. 

      “Have a seat and I’ll explain more about what I do,” I said gesturing. This time he complied. I sat across from him. 

      “Holistic healing focuses on treating all the causes of something, not just the symptoms. Many times when we have a physical or mental ailment, it’s because of underlying lifestyle causes. It could be inflammation due to poor diet. It could be stress. It could be something as simple as dehydration. And then it’s my goal to treat the symptoms using as natural of treatments as possible. Oils, food, massage, meditation. Prescription medication is a last resort, in my opinion.”

      “Sounds like a witch,” he said with a little jest. 

      I forced a laugh at the joke. Certainly wasn’t the first time I’d heard it. But something about the way he said it set me on edge. 

      “People have been using natural healing since the dawn of humanity, Mike. We use centuries-old alternatives that emphasize the total wellness of mind, body, emotions, and spirit. In holistic wellness, we treat people not as collections of parts and diseases, but as whole individuals. Of course, certain conditions must be treated medically, and I don’t pretend to undermine modern medicine. But too many powerful prescriptions and antibiotics are bad for the system. They tax the liver, create secondary problems, and build up immunities in your body. If we can avoid them, that’s my preference.”

      His eyes scanned the room like he wasn’t bothering to listen. Finally he turned to me and shrugged. “Cool. Well, I get headaches.”

      I cleared my throat and nervously took a sip of water. “Right. Your intake form said as much. So, let’s talk about lifestyle. What’s your typical day like? What do you eat?”

      “Actually, I got a question for you.” He stared at me intently.

      A small cramp formed in my stomach. “Of course. Sure.”

      “What business do you have doing what you’re doing?”

      I blinked. “I’m sorry? I told you I have the qualifications. If you’re worried about my ability—”

      “I don’t mean with your witch doctor shit. I mean,” he stood from his chair abruptly, sending it sliding back. I jerked back. “What business do you have poking your little nose where it don’t belong?”

      My skin prickled and my pulse thrummed. “What are you talking about?” 

      He took an aggressive step toward me, and I jumped up from my chair. 

      “You think you’re a fucking detective asking questions all over town? Sharpe ain’t your business, woman. You leave it alone.”

      Every nerve in my body was on fire, but I held my ground, keeping my chin raised. “I don’t understand. What’s this all about? Where is Sharpe?”

      “Did you fucking hear me? Stop asking questions. It’s got nothing to do with you. You seem like a nice lady. I like your face. I wouldn’t want to have to damage it.”

      Bile rose in my throat.

      “I…I’m sorry. I’m just worried about him. He’s my friend. Maybe you could—”

      He smiled then, a chilling sickly smile that cut my words short. “You’re a nice girl. I’m sure that’s what everyone keeps telling you, right? And you’re just trying to be a good friend. But you gotta let this one go. And you stop trying to talk to the authorities, you got that? No more. You’ve been warned. You won’t get that courtesy again.”

      I was speechless. I stood, frozen. Then he grinned. 

      “You know, my head feels better. Must be all the herbs and shit you have in here. Really nice little zen thing you got going on. Maybe I’ll come back next week to check in.”

      He tipped a fake hat and turned to go. 

      I collapsed in shock on the kitchen floor.
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      Stop trying to talk to the authorities. I know it’s what every baddie in every kidnapping movie says—no calling the cops! But this wasn’t a movie. This was life. My life. And I desperately wanted to keep that life. So in that moment, I was inclined to listen. But I was so alone. I desperately needed to tell someone.

      If there was one person in town who seemed to know a lot more than they were letting on, it was him. And like Jeff, he did offer to help if I needed anything. But that was stupid. I hardly knew him at all. And what I did know of him I could hardly stand.

      I sipped my honey vanilla chamomile from a trembling hand as I debated. With resolve, I finally set my mug down and scrolled to Logan’s number. My fingers traced the digits. My heart raced as my finger hovered over the button. What if he was only being polite and he had no intention of helping me? I wasn’t sure I could handle that right now. But—he did offer. And I had nowhere else to turn. 

      I typed.

      Hi. It’s Daphne. You know, the new girl. Something weird happened. Can you meet? 

      I hit send before I could second-guess myself. 

      A moment later the phone pinged. 

      At Scotty’s. Be here all day.

      I glanced at the clock. Nine a.m. Right. 

      I showered and pulled myself together, throwing on a cotton T-shirt over frayed khaki shorts. I had no appetite, but I forced myself to eat a bowl of quinoa with local blueberries to quell the churning in my gut. 

      By eleven a.m., I stood outside Scotty’s, staring down the neon with purpose. I took a deep breath and stepped into the bar. A brooding folksy song about Tennessee whiskey filled the room. Lingering cigarettes and cheap beer wafted past my nose. I couldn’t understand how anyone could spend any amount of time in this cesspool. Despite the early hour a sizable crowd filled the stale walls. Eyes trailed me as I made my way to the bar. I was so obviously out of place. The bald man behind the bar shot me a strange look, then a bright smile. 

      “Daphne, you’re back,” Jimmy said. “How did I get so lucky twice in one week?”

      I nervously played with my hair, a stupid juvenile habit. “Um, yeah. I was looking for someone.”

      “Still haven’t seen Sharpe.”

      “No, uh, someone else actually.”

      He gave me an inquisitive look. “I don’t think your crowd frequents my place. Whoever your crowd is.”

      I laughed, more like a titter. “I know. Um, but it’s someone I need to talk to. It’s a work thing.” I offered weakly. 

      He shrugged. “Alright. Look to your heart’s content. Whatcha drinking?”

      “Um, just some seltzer water please,” I said. His eyes narrowed in question. I was pushing my luck. “Oh, and a white wine?”

      His eyes narrowed even more, and I realized this likely wasn’t the best establishment to order wine. But come on, it was California. Surely, they had something. 

      He twisted his mouth in contemplation then pulled a green jug from the beer fridge and filled up a short tumbler.

      “Four fifty.”

      I slipped him a five-dollar bill. I turned my attention back to the room to search out Logan. It was a sea of bikers and aging hippy types—more Willie Nelson than my parents. One man was doing his best Paul Bunyan, complete with an actual miniature axe slung into his belt. But no Logan.

      After a moment, Jimmy leaned over the bar. “Daphne, you know I know everyone in here. If you’re looking for someone, just gotta ask.”

      His eyes were warm and genuine, and a small smile played beneath his Freddie Mercury mustache. I blushed. 

      “Thanks. Um, his name is Logan.”

      Jimmy chuckled. “Figures. A nice-looking girl comes in and she’s looking for that pretty boy fucker.” I fought a blush in my cheeks at his compliment. But pretty wasn’t exactly a word I’d use to describe Logan. Although I supposed compared to the rest of this lot, he might be considered such.

      “It’s nothing like that, it’s—”

      Jimmy waved a hand. “None of my beeswax. But yeah, he’s in here somewhere. Came in with the rooster. I think back by the pool tables there.” He nodded toward the back of the room. 

      “Thanks,” I said. I sipped the wine to show my gratitude and tried not to spit it out. It had clearly been a long time since he’d poured from that bottle.

      I scanned the room more closely and finally spotted Logan at the very back of the bar. I lifted my chin and took casual steps through the room trying to ignore the gawking stares that followed me. I tried not to bump into anyone, but it was challenging as the drunken bikers were not much for personal space. 

      “Hey there, darling. Watch yourself,” a grizzly man with a long salt-and-pepper beard said, lightly swatting my backside as I scooted by. I gritted my teeth and ignored the very inappropriate action. Pick your battles, Daphne.

      I approached the pool table with caution. Logan was preoccupied with a pool stick in hand and eyes focused intently on a red stripe. He seemed to sense eyes on him and snapped up. His expression measured a certain amount of curiosity, then what I took for annoyance. Nerves forced me to backpedal but I stopped myself and held my ground.

      The song switched to an overplayed toe-tapping Southern rock tune, the new energy quickening my pulse.

      Logan set down the pool stick. He wore a plaid work shirt over worn jeans and work boots, his apparent uniform. His chin boasted a five o’clock shadow. A bit Bradley Cooper ala A Star Is Born. Just the right amount of scruff and style. It annoyed me that he pulled it off so well.

      “Daphne,” he said. 

      “Logan, hi.”

      He looked to his pool companions then flicked his eyes back to me.

      “What was it you needed?”

      I hesitated but found courage. “I need to talk to you. Can I talk to you?”

      He deliberated for a painfully long moment, then nodded to his companions. “Gents, can you kindly excuse a man for a minute?”

      He picked up his pint glass and waved his hand at me. He pushed open the back exit door, letting in a shimmering trail of light. He gestured toward the opening. My instinct forced me to step back.

      He smirked. “I don’t bite. Thought you wanted to talk.”

      I exhaled. “Yes.”

      “Then follow me. It’s a patio, not a portal.”

      Right. I needed to shake these nerves if I wanted to get anything accomplished. I followed him, stepping out onto a back patio boasting a chain-link fence, used steel kegs and a pungent dirty-feet aroma. He settled in at a high pub table in the bright sun. 

      “So. Didn’t expect to hear from you,” he said. He sipped his beer. 

      I mimicked the motion, then furrowed my face as the rancid wine touched my tongue. 

      He laughed and eyed my glass. “Rookie mistake.”

      I set the wineglass down. “Not a big beer drinker. Or liquor drinker. Or really a drinker at all.”

      He smiled and nodded. “To each their own. So how can I improve your day, Daphne?”

      I inhaled deeply, then ripped the bandage. “Something happened yesterday. And the day before.” He waited while I mustered my nerve. “Someone broke into my house. Tossed some things about.”

      “Like a robbery? Anything taken?”

      “I don’t think so. All my things of value seem to be there.”

      “So they were looking for something specific?”

      “I can’t imagine what they’d be looking for. But it definitely seemed deliberate. Like it wasn’t just a random break-in. I don’t know.”

      “And you have no idea who did it?”

      I shook my head. “No. I mean, why? What would someone want?”

      “You keep cash or good weed stashed away or something?”

      “Do I look like a drug dealer?”

      “Didn’t say dealer. Don’t get so uppity. Maybe it helps you find your zen for all I know. How long were you away from the house?”

      “A few hours I guess.”

      Logan’s face went stony, and he rested his forearms on the table. He picked up his beer, stared at it a moment, then swallowed the remainder in one long gulp. Then he pulled a pack of Marlboro Reds from his pocket and lit one up. I tried not to gag as he took a long drag and exhaled, letting a curl of smoke wisp into the ether. 

      “Did you call the cops?”

      “What cops?”

      He chuckled. “Fair point.”

      “I called Deputy Bauer. Jeff. I knew the sheriff wouldn’t take me seriously.”

      “Astute call. What’d good old Jeff say?”

      I sighed. “He didn’t answer. But—There’s more.”

      He nodded for me to continue. I bit my lip. Then despite myself, I picked up my wine and forced down a swallow. 

      “Someone…threatened me yesterday. A patient.”

      “Who?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know who he was. Called himself Mike, but I’m guessing that was an alias.”

      “And you’d never seen him before?”

      “No. He made an appointment online. I have this scheduling app. He said he had headaches. I figured he was a referral. Honestly, he gave me a creepy feeling the moment he stepped in.”

      “You shouldn’t let strangers into your house.”

      “It’s where I work.”

      “Still.”

      “Isn’t the whole point of a small town that it’s safe?”

      He smirked. “Nowhere is safe, Daphne. So what exactly did Mike say?”

      I recalled the cryptic words, the sour breath. “He said I needed to stop asking around and mind my own business.”

      “Sounds like a recurring theme.”

      “Yeah, I’m getting that. But this wasn’t a suggestion. This was a demand.”

      “Did he hurt you? Touch you?” I shook my head. “Did he threaten you physically?”

      “Well—” I bit my lip as I thought back, summoning his understated threats to my face. “I guess he didn’t really threaten per se, but it was definitely implied.”

      “I did warn you. I told you to leave things alone. You tell Bauer?” 

      “No. Just you.”

      “Good. Let’s keep it between us for now. Who knows what’s going on or who’s involved?”

      I looked up at him in earnest. “But doesn’t this prove that something did happen to Sharpe? If he just skipped town, why would someone do this? First the break-in, now the threat?” 

      He shrugged. “Maybe you have a point. But don’t you see then why you have to leave it alone? Clearly someone wants whatever happened to stay private. They have sent you a very clear—and relatively harmless—warning. So you need to respect their fucking wishes. You got that?”

      I shook my head. “I can’t.”

      “What the fuck is wrong with you? Are you so delusional, or is it just self-centered?”

      I scoffed. “Excuse me? Self-centered? Isn’t caring about someone else’s welfare enough to put yourself in danger the opposite of self-centered?”

      “No. It’s narcissistic. You don’t care about Sharpe so much as you care about giving your pathetic life meaning.”

      My jaw dropped. My face burned. I saw the regret flash in his eyes, but he offered no apology. He was goading me, but I wasn’t going to give in. 

      “I can see I obviously made a mistake in calling you.” I started to stand from the table but he touched my forearm. 

      “Oh, don’t be so dramatic. Why’d you text me anyway?”

      “I need information,” I said with as much assurance as I could muster.

      “About?”

      “About Sharpe.”

      “Thought you were the one who was his good friend.” Logan dragged his cigarette, blowing smoke out with his words.

      “You obviously know something more. I feel like you know everything that goes on here. So why won’t you just tell me what’s going on?”

      “And why should I tell you anything?”

      “You don’t have to be a dick.”

      He laughed. “Not always a lady, I see.”

      “Please, Logan. You have to help me here. I need answers. I’m going crazy.”

      “I don’t know what it is you think I can tell you that’s going to help anything. I told you to just leave it alone. Not sure why that’s so difficult for you.”

      I instinctively touched my temple. Whoa there, little one. That’s a nasty gash. Give me your hand.

      “What was Sharpe into? Who would have wanted to hurt him?” I said.

      “Who says he’s hurt?”

      “But what if he is?” I pleaded.

      Logan said nothing for a long moment. He picked up his beer, realized it was empty, then sighed. “I will level with you here. I don’t know what Sharpe’s gotten himself into for certain. I can think of a couple people who he could’ve rubbed the wrong way. Like I said, he didn’t always hang with the most savory folks and he may have made a few bucks on the side in unconventional ways. But what I can tell you is if he did get himself mixed up into something untold, you don’t want any part of it. You’re putting yourself in danger for no reason.”

      “He’s my friend.”

      He stood from the table. “No, Daphne, he’s not. He’s just a guy you know and have a fondness for. You’re going to risk your life for that?”

      A chill pricked at my spine at his words. I stood as well. 

      “No one else will,” I said.

      “Maybe that’s for good reason. Think about that.”

      “Please tell me. Just tell me what you know,” I said. I stepped closer. I rested my hand on his forearm. He glanced down at it, then back to me. I held tight. It was difficult for people to resist the comfort of physical contact. We were innately drawn to it, craved it. 

      He towered over me with broad shoulders and bulging biceps that hinted at long hours of manual labor. I felt willowy and frail in his shadow. 

      He rested his hand over mine. “I know you have good intentions here, but you’re in way over your head.”

      “So everyone keeps saying,” I muttered. He pushed my hand from his arm. 

      “Because it’s true. This place, this town, it’s not what you thought it was.”

      “And how do you know what I thought?”

      He smirked. “Let me guess. You thought you’d find yourself a quaint little village, a community, where people looked out for their neighbors and borrowed cups of sugar. In said village, you’d find yourself and your true calling.”

      My cheeks reddened at the assumptions bordering on reality. 

      “Right. Well, sorry to break it to you but this isn’t a Hallmark rom-com. There are some unpleasant people here and they have a tight grip around this town. You picked yourself the wrong map dot to open your cupcake shop.”

      “So what are you saying? That the sheriff won’t investigate Sharpe’s disappearance because these ‘bad people’ had something to do with it?”

      He snickered. “Sheriff. If that’s what you want to call Ron. But yeah. Maybe. I don’t know for certain, but it wouldn’t be a long-shot bet.”

      “This is crazy,” I said. “Corrupt cops, kidnapping.”

      “You might be getting ahead of yourself there.”

      I shot him a dubious glance. “Am I really?”

      He smiled thinly but didn’t argue. 

      “I appreciate your situation, Daphne. And you seem like a nice girl.”

      God if one more person said that to me, I was going to lose it.

      “But I can’t help you. I can’t get involved. And you shouldn’t either. Getting yourself killed won’t help Sharpe.”

      His words chilled my blood. Killed. Was it really so serious? The weight of the situation pressed down on me.

      “Then what am I supposed to do?”

      “Nothing. You do nothing, Daphne. You go home. Light a candle, drink your tea. Move on.”

      Nothing? That wasn’t good enough. 

      “So you’ll just let an innocent man disappear in the night and do nothing about it,” I said. 

      Logan snickered. “Your relationship with reality is cute.”

      “Don’t patronize me.”

      “Then don’t give me reasons to. Do you know how incredibly naive you sound right now? Is this how you always are or are you just playing dumb damsel so I’ll help you?”

      “Dumb damsel?” I guffawed.

      He didn’t offer me a retort. 

      “Go home, Daphne. This isn’t a place for nice little girls.”

      “Oh will you stop with that macho bullshit? We both know you’re not some dumb redneck townie.”

      Suddenly he jumped toward me. The veins in his neck pulsed. His eyes went a shade darker. I froze. 

      “I wouldn’t use that kind of language in here. Might offend the local color. Have a nice day.”

      He turned and went back into the bar, slamming the door behind him.
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        * * *

      

      I stood on the back patio, stunned. I found my mindful breath and calmed my racing heart. Once my pulse had slowed, I collected my wits and exited out the back gate toward my car. To say I was angry was an understatement. My entire body shook with a trifecta of emotions—fury, frustration, fear. 

      I wasn’t just angry with Logan. I was angry with this stupid town and angry with myself for being so naive in the first place. I shook out my hands, trying to drain the frustration from my body.

      As I clicked my car fob, I heard my name and snapped around. Logan was coming toward me at a deliberate pace.

      “Daphne, wait up.”

      “Have a few insults left in your arsenal?”

      “No. Look, I’m sorry. I’m not being fair to you. You’re just trying to help a friend, and I get that. I’m sorry I insinuated you were dumb.”

      “Insinuated? I think it was more like proudly proclaimed.”

      He sighed. “You’re right. And I’m sorry. But believe it or not, I’m just trying to protect you. Neither of us should get in the middle of this thing. Whatever it is. But—" His eyes scanned the panorama in the distance. The blazing summer sun was slowly making its way to midsky.

      “I just want to say I’m glad you reached out.”

      “Why?” I snapped. 

      “I figured you’re probably feeling pretty alone and scared. And just know that you’re not. Alone. Call me again if things ever get—” he chewed on his next words. “More than you can handle.”

      The words sent a chill up my spine, but I was suddenly filled with a shot of gratitude for his presence, however undeserved it might be.  

      “Thanks.”

      “Be careful, Daphne.”

      Then he went back into the bar.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The text from Logan the next day took me by surprise.

      I may have a little information.

      My heart thrummed with anticipation. I was also grateful that he wasn’t just pacifying me with platitudes to keep the hysterical girl at bay. That he was actually out there searching for answers, helping me. Helping Sharpe. I scrambled to get myself together as fast as I could. I pulled on a maxi dress then tore it off and reconsidered. I rummaged through my closet. What said I’m tough and capable and not afraid?

      God, why was I so concerned about what I wore? 

      Appearance is power, Daphne, Mom’s voice resonated. 

      My mother wasn’t high fashion by any means. No, no. That wouldn’t go with our brand. But she was meticulously put together to complete the picture of the earthy mom who cared for the planet as well as her family and employees—even if the price tag on her beaded bangles could feed a small country.

      She fed me a lot of platitudes about body image growing up—people shouldn’t judge you, dear. Be yourself. Oh, but watch what you eat. Watch every morsel, every calorie, every ingredient—nothing impure. These days we have a name for the neurosis—orthorexia. I remember coming across her food journals. Meticulous details of everything that ever went into her mouth. The thing was, my mother was—is—really quite beautiful. She is naturally thin even without the obsessive dieting. She has finely sculpted features—large hazel eyes, high cheeks. And I think even with all her insecurities, she knew it. I definitely didn’t inherit quite the same aesthetic and I think somehow she lamented that. I couldn’t rely on my looks to get by, so I hid behind books and brains. As it turned out, I had a very good brain. 

      I plucked a pair of faded slim jeans from my drawer then threw on a fitted beige tee. Then I slipped on my one pair of low boots. Classic tough girl attire, right? I pulled my unruly curls into a high ponytail. I admired myself in the mirror. It’s true. You should dress for the job you want. And right now the job I wanted was capable badass. One step closer.

      I met Logan at the designated spot on one of the well-worn national park trails bordering town. He stood against his truck as I pulled up, tight black T-shirt stretched over broad shoulders, worn out slim jeans. Cigarette finding purchase between full lips. A little jolt went through me. God, I loathed smoking. How did he manage to make such a detestable habit so—sexy? I was ashamed of myself for even thinking it.

      “Well, if it isn’t Daphne Barlow, in the flesh.” He grinned and dragged on his smoke. 

      “Can you please put that out?”

      “You’re very demanding you know.”

      “It’s a disgusting habit.”

      “So is judgment.” He extinguished the cigarette and tossed the butt in the truck bed. “Down to business then?”

      “Please. What did you find out?”

      “Before I tell you anything, you need to promise me something.”

      “Maybe.”

      He smirked. “You have to stay out of this. The people Sharpe was involved with—they aren’t nice.”

      My blood dropped a few degrees, but I reminded myself I was now a tough girl. “Care to elaborate?”

      “Come on. Let’s walk and talk. Might be easier.”

      I followed as he set off down the trail. The vibrant watercolors of summer were beginning to fade into a fall palate of honey and brick. The mountain breeze was turning deceptively icy, contrasting against the warm, dry air to create a strange rippling up my spine as it danced past, waltzing with the falling leaves. 

      ”This world must seem so foreign to you,” Logan said.

      I nodded, taking it all in. “It weirdly is. We’re only five hours from San Francisco yet it might as well be across the country.”

      “That’s what microisolation will do to you. The world ignores you, so you make your own world.”

      “How do people live like this?”

      “Glad your judgment is fresh this morning.”

      I blushed. “I didn’t mean it how it came out. I just mean, how do people make a living? Survive?” The weight of my inexperience was bearing down on me. What had I pictured—small-town doctors and the local baker and candlestick maker? All hanging out for Sunday BBQs on the town square? 

      “I don’t mean to sound uppity. I really do want to understand.”

      He looked at me in earnest, then went on. “Like any small town anywhere, I guess. To know a place like this you have to go deeper than what you see now. Everything here, the good and the bad, is the product of decades of design. Drugs hit here pretty bad back in the ’60s. People moved up here to get away from the establishment, the chaos of the major cities. The Bay Area was a hub of violence and pandemonium then. People just wanted to live life in peace. Lots of ’Nam vets found their way here. Hippies wanting to grow weed. Harmless enough. But it led to a lot of unsavory behavior. Hippy growers turned into business growers, which basically evolved into baby cartels.”

      “But it’s legal now.”

      “It’s legal, yeah. But like any business, if you want to do it the legal way, you gotta pay taxes, run it legit with regulations. The legality doesn’t stop people from producing it off the grid to avoid such inconveniences. Folks who don’t think they should have to pay taxes on it or capitulate to regulations. Cartels who think they can skirt the law and make a killing by selling it cheap.”

      “Isn’t that an issue for Uncle Sam then? I mean, sounds like it’s just tax evasion. An issue, yeah, but not exactly life and death.”

      Logan turned and looked at me hard, studying me as though he was trying to separate fact from lie. “You can’t be as gullible as you sound with all those letters after your name.”

      “You don’t always have to be such an asshole you know.”

      He shrugged. “Part of my charm. C’mon, Daphne. You’ve seen the Netflix shows. You know what the illegal stuff does to the communities, the end client. The violence seeps into everything it touches, infecting communities like a virus.”

      “I guess I just assumed those portrayals were exaggerated for ratings.” I smiled lightly. 

      “Not nearly as much as you’d think. The violence is very real and very deadly. Used to be the cartels had a sweet operation up here. Miles from anyone who cared enough to come calling. Plenty of disenfranchised people looking either for work, no matter how illegal, or something to waste their benny checks on. When you’ve got nothing else in your life, might as well spend your last dollar on a high.”

      “What changed?”

      “Well, like you said, state decriminalized pot, eventually made it legal. Which I suppose is a good thing. ’Cause it put those fuckers outa work. But what people didn’t really expect, though they shoulda if prohibition taught us anything, is that once you give criminals a taste, they’re not going away. Cartels figured they could get into the heroin business up here. Population was ripe for it. But you know what’s even better than heroin? Pills.”

      I’d been reading and hearing about the “opioid crisis” for years now. How so many rural communities across the country were in peril. But wasn’t that supposed to be rural Mississippi and West Virginia? Not Northern California. Not my home.

      “And no one does anything?” I said. 

      “People have given it lip service over the years. DEA even did a few stings a while back. But the problem is the local law enforcement is no help whatsoever. Half of them are on the take. The area is just rural enough that it’s not affecting enough people for it to be called a crisis. It’s not like the city where the good folks go down with the bad and the street crime offends the sensibility of decent people. The state figures up here we’re all a bunch of rednecks anyway. Why don’t they just leave us alone to do what we will?”

      “They see it as a self-contained problem.”

      “Exactly. One that will eventually fix itself.”

      “Not unlike the inner-city violence,” I said. 

      “Yeah, similar. Just gangs shooting gangs. Just hillbillies killing hillbillies. And with the fires the last few years and the pandemic—shit, the state has enough to worry about.”

      He sighed and pulled out another cigarette. I didn’t protest. I needed to get over myself, even I knew that by now.

      I turned and looked up at him. “You know a lot about this.”

      “I live it.”

      “I mean you seem like you have an insider view. Did you used to work for law enforcement or something?”

      His lips pulled into a thin smile. “I had a very different life once upon a time, let’s just leave it there.”

      “OK, so what does any of this have to do with Sharpe? Are you saying he was growing illegally?”

      Logan ran his hand through his hair. A few brown leaves tumbled out. “Not exactly. But he was in business with some of the, how can I put it, local color.”

      “I don’t think I believe that.”

      He smirked. “Turns out, the truth doesn’t care what you believe, Daphne. I know you think you know Sharpe like family but ya don’t. Frankly, you don’t know shit about the old man. He’s a pretty good guy, yeah. Most everyone likes him. And I think you’re right that he doesn’t have a violent bone. But that doesn’t mean he’s an angel. Like everyone, he’s done what he’s had to do to survive.”

      “But—how is it that someone like him, at his age, would need to do something illegal?”

      “You know he was an injured vet, right?”

      “Yeah. He has a Purple Heart.”

      “Do you know how wounded vets are treated in this country? Like shit, that’s how. You come home from hell with no prospects, no money and nothing but your nightmares to keep you warm at night. Not an easy life to find the straight and narrow. Just take a trip down to the Feather Ridge VA and see for yourself. I think Sharpe just did what he could to fill in the empty zeros on his disability check.”

      My heart felt heavy for Sharpe, for people like him who thought they had no other way to get by. 

      “OK, so you’re saying in one way or another Sharpe was working with or for some nefarious characters.”

      “In less eloquent words, yes.”

      “So who are they and do they know what happened to him?”

      “Daphne—”

      “Logan! You can’t just expect me to forget about this. You would really just walk away from a friend who was in trouble?”

      He grabbed my wrist. Hard. 

      “Yes, Daphne, I would. And you should too. You can’t help him now.”

      I threw his arm away and glared hard. “Tell me what you know. Now.”

      My tone set him back for a second. Then he smiled, almost amused but with a tinge of respect. 

      He sighed deeply. “And even if I could tell you, then what?”

      “Then I’d go talk to them.”

      “Seriously?” He shook his head, chuckling.

      “And why not?”

      “You’re out of your league here. Besides, if anyone knows anything, they’re not going to tell you. People around here are nice, but the moment they’re threatened, their lips are sealed. No one is going to talk to you, Daphne.”

      “That’s why I need your help. Please, Logan. We have to try,” I tried softening my voice all honey and velvet like some siren I definitely was not. But something told me Logan wasn’t the type to be molded to anyone’s will, siren or not.

      He rubbed his jaw. It was gently shadowed with a day’s worth of stubble. His hair blew in the breeze. His stormy eyes landed on mine. 

      “You might ask the wrong question and piss off the wrong people. I don’t want to get involved in this.”

      “Fine. I’ll find out what I need on my own. I do have all those letters after my name as you kindly pointed out. I guess they’re good for something. It might just take me longer.” I pushed past him. 

      “Jesus Christ, woman.”

      “I will not let this go. He is my friend. And I’m the only person who seems to care what happened to him. He deserves that. I’m sorry you don’t see it.”

      He grabbed my arm. A very annoying macho habit. Didn’t he get the memo you couldn’t just manhandle whoever you wanted without consent anymore? 

      “Daphne.”

      “Logan.”

      He sighed, defeated. “Fine. But you have been fully warned of the danger of what you’re getting into. You die, it’s not on me.”

      “Your warning has been noted. Now tell me what you know.”
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      My heart pounded as we stepped from Logan's truck onto the dirt path leading up to the ramshackle cabin. We'd parked a good hundred yards from the house as Logan said the occupants might shoot any uninvited cars. Who were these people?

      We walked up the drive. The late summer breeze pricked at my skin, goose bumps invading my arms. My lizard brain begged me to run. Danger ahead! Predators. But the rational brain told me to calm the hell down. This wasn't Sons of Anarchy. I didn't care what Logan said. It wasn't as dangerous as he was letting on. He just wanted to scare me. Or he really did think I was a wilting lily.

      The place was dilapidated, weathered. A rusty truck sat on blocks in the front. An angry pit bull mix was chained to the porch, drooling over its spiked collar. Could it have been any more of a cliché? But still, the uneasy feeling churning in my gut could not be quelled.

      A sign was prominently posted in the front yard boasting a giant swastika. 

      "Jesus," I muttered under my breath. 

      "Don't worry, they like white girls," Logan said with a touch of mirth. 

      I glared at him. It was far from funny. 

      "Are they like…neo-Nazis?"

      "Something like that. Call themselves traditionalists."

      "Disgusting."

      Logan said nothing. 

      "You don't agree?" I said.

      "Of course, I agree with you. Racism always seemed like a wasted emotion to me. But it's complicated. And this town's relationship with people like this is complicated."

      "Complicated. You make it sound so banal."

      "They feed off your reactions so it’s better to just ignore them. They spout off a lot of dumb shit, but mostly, they just keep to themselves, so people just look the other way. No one wants a war around here. They do what they do, and they do business with who they have to."

      Business, I thought. Drugs. Heroin? Opioids? Meth? Probably all of it.

      "And no one cares?"

      Logan rubbed his jaw. "Sure, people don't like 'em, really. But they don't target people in town. They pontificate on white supremacy, but really they just hate Blacks and Jews. They don't bother the Mexicans or the Natives who live around here."

      I rolled my eyes. "Selective racism. I see. Makes it all better."

      "Not as rare as you'd think."

      "That doesn't make it right."

      He snickered. "That's your Berkeley showing. You think the world has become all kumbaya and love thy neighbor. Sure, we're all a lot more tolerant than we used to be. But everyone has a degree of prejudice in them. It's biology. That doesn't just go away because you heard an NPR piece."

      "And maybe that's just your white-guy privilege talking."

      "Oh, white guys get it too." 

      "You just say that to make yourself feel better."

      "They get it different. It's more socioeconomic than race driven. You do it too. You just don't realize it."

      I stopped in my tracks, indignant. "I do NOT. I have friends from all backgrounds."

      He stopped and looked at me, amused. "That right? How many poor white trash friends you got down at your country club? Your people wouldn't associate with the trailer park any more than a bigot would have beers with a Mexican."

      His words dug into me, rooting around and finding purchase. I always thought myself to be so open minded, so diverse in my company. But if I thought back on the rainbow of my friends—Raj Patel, Jennifer Moon, Maria Escalante—their parents all belonged to the Berkeley Country Club right along with mine. He was so painfully correct. We weren't so diverse after all. 

      "Don't beat yourself up about it. You only know what you're raised to know. It's why people need to have an open mind, even when it comes to those who are prejudiced. He without sin, and all that."

      "There is no excuse for racism." This was a hill I’d die on.

      "No," he laughed. "There's no good excuse, but that doesn't mean there's no reason. Socioeconomics is complicated. It's not all black and white—excuse the pun. Poverty will do things to people's minds. Everyone wants something to blame. Someone to blame. It's a hell of a lot easier to blame someone who doesn't look like you. There's a reason that socialism doesn't exist in such diverse societies like ours. Too much othering."

      "Now you sound like a sociologist."

      "Yeah. Well, I studied it once upon a time. Okay, just keep it cool, alright?" he said as we came upon the front door.

      I snickered. "I'm sorry, keep it cool? What are you, an ’80s cop?"

      "Were you even born in the ’80s?"

      I rolled my eyes at him in a very childish way and muttered, "You barely were."

      "Just let me talk. This guy, he's not going to just go off the rails, but he's not a nice guy. He deals and has connections to some pretty nasty people. Watch what you say, and don't underestimate anything."

      "I'm not afraid of some dumb criminal," I said, lying as my hands trembled. 

      "He's not dumb. He might be bad, he might be trashy and uneducated, but he's most definitely not dumb. He will see right through your bullshit."

      I glared at him. 

      He went on, "And if he says anything obscene, just let it go. They lock onto weakness like a hungry dog with a bone. The more you show fear, the more it fuels them. Nervous?"

      "I've seen worse," I said in jest.

      "I'm sure. But don't worry, to someone like you, they're harmless."

      "Someone like me."

      "Pretty white girl." He shrugged. "Hey, I don't make the rules, Daphne. I just learn 'em so I can play the game.”

      Before we could get within ten feet of the front porch, the front screen door swung open, and a wiry man slid out, pointing a handgun right at us. He wore baggy khaki shorts with hiking boots and no shirt. I froze. My instincts went haywire. Run! Freeze! Hide! Gun! Duck!

      Logan stepped forward, hands up. "Hey, Nat. No need for that."

      "The fuck you want, Logan?" The man—Nat?—rotated his shoulders and cracked his neck.

      "Why the fuck are you so goddamn paranoid? Put that thing down," Logan said.

      Nat eyed me with deep suspicion. "Who's the bitch?"

      My cheeks flared in anger. 

      "Just a friend," Logan said.

      That seemed to amuse Nat. "Right. You have friends? Sure thing."

      “Don’t worry about it. Just here to see Curt,” Logan said.

      Nat lowered the gun. "Well, come here then. Not you, bitch. You stay put."

      Logan flashed me a warning look. I used every ounce of strength to just stay in place and keep my expression neutral. They're just words, just words.

      Logan stepped onto the rickety wooden porch and murmured with Nat for a few minutes. Nat shot me wary glances every few seconds. Finally, whatever Logan said to him seemed to satisfy, and Nat gave a furtive nod. Logan turned and motioned me to come forward like I was some debutant being presented. I banked my annoyance for another time. 

      Was it a bad sign that Logan seemed to know this Nat guy well? Or just the symptom of a small rural town? Surely everyone knew everyone on a first-name basis here. I was creating scenarios where there were none. But he did hint at a past in a way that suggested he'd rather forget it. Had he been a dirty cop? A fallen agent? Or maybe he was a criminal himself. A more likely scenario, I thought.

      "Daphne, this is Nat. Nat, Daphne. Daphne here is a friend of mine."

      "How come I never seen her around?" Nat said, his words maneuvering around a wad of tobacco in his bottom lip.

      "She's fairly new to Sierra Ridge. Few months, right?"

      "Six," I squeaked out. I cleared my throat.

      "Six," Nat repeated. "K. Come on in then. Curt’s in back."

      I held my breath as I stepped through the front door. The house was dark and dank. A musty odor permeated the air—stale food, booze, and bodily fluids. It smelled like it hadn't been cleaned in months, if ever. I was pretty confident something was rotting in the walls. I trembled, and I tried not to breathe. There was barely any light—just a thin sliver peeking in through tattered curtains over a small square window. I was happy for the shadowed lighting. As I stepped over a used condom, I knew I didn't want to see the full splendor in the stark light of day. 

      "Wait here," Nat said, then disappeared around a dark corner. 

      "You okay?" Logan whispered in my ear. I shivered at the feel of his hot breath on me.

      "Fine."

      Mindlessly I scanned the room, my eyes quickly adjusting to the lighting. Someone sat on the chair in the corner. I jumped. Then I blinked, making sure I wasn’t seeing things. A kid. He was pudgy with dark skin and white eyes glinting in the darkness. After a moment, my eyes adjusted to the low lighting enough to see him clearly. Although youthful, he had a weathered look as though he was an adult trapped inside a child's body—both too young and too old all at once. I put him at about ten if I had to guess, but it was hard to say. He had a face that looked like it had seen too much for such a tender age. He flicked a lighter over and over again. The flame sprang up, illuminating his face, and then disappeared again with small clicks. I cleared my throat, and he stopped his movements. He looked up at me with those empty eyes, and it tugged at my heart. I wanted to know his story. I wanted to hug him. I wanted to run. Everything about him set me on edge. Everything about this place made me want to shrivel up inside myself.

      "Fucking hell. What brings you around, Logan?" A moment later, another man came around the corner. He was tall and massively built like he spent hours a day bodybuilding in a prison yard. His biceps danced with black-inked hatred. His very presence made me want to run and hide. I had to look away. 

      Logan exchanged a terse bro handshake. “Heya, Curt.”

      Curt? How could someone so disgusting have a hackneyed name like Curt? 

      “What’s new in the hood?” Curt said.

      “Lady here has a question or two for ya,” Logan said. 

      Curt eyed him warily and smirked. He folded his arms over his massive chest and his biceps popped. “Questions are not my favorite thing, Logan. You know this.”

      “Yeah, I know. But it’ll only take a minute. And it’s for the lovely lady here. Since when can you say no to a pretty face?”

      Curt's eyes landed on me as though noticing my presence for the first time. His gaze ran up and down my figure with appreciation, and I now regretted the fitted tough-girl attire. I wasn't tough. I was a small, nerdy academic, and I had no business in this place. 

      He gave a tsk, tsk. "Anything for a pretty lady, then." He turned toward the boy in the chair. "Hey Paco, get the fuck out of here. We gotta talk."

      "I don't wanna," the kid said. His voice was more whiny than defiant, as though he was simply tired and just didn't feel like getting up.

      "What the fuck I just say?" Curt snapped again. 

      This time the boy sighed and pulled himself from the chair. His body shifted and moved as though his joints pained him. He was like a little old man trapped in that body as he waddled off down the hallway. I heard the flick of the lighter fade into the distance.

      Curt looked back to us and cracked his neck. "Sorry about that. Kid's always in the way, lazy shit."

      "Is he yours?" I asked 

      Curt glared at me, his eyes peeling away at my layers as though trying to read me.

      "Supposedly."

      Supposedly. What could that possibly mean? 

      "According to his fat mom anyway. But you know how those Mexican bitches lie."

      I nodded, not knowing nor wanting him to explain any further. I couldn't know any more details than was necessary right now. My heart and mind couldn't handle it, and I didn't want to hear his hateful words.

      "So, what do you want?" Curt asked. 

      I cleared my throat and started to speak, but Logan grabbed my arm and gently pulled me back.

      "Have you seen Sharpe lately?" he asked for me.

      Curt flicked Logan a questioning glance. "What do you mean lately?"

      "You heard the question."

      Curt snorted. "Nah, not in near a week, I'd say. Why, he owe you money or some shit?"

      "He's missing," Logan said. 

      That wiped the smug look from Curt's face. "Missing? Why you say that?"

      "Just is. Wondering if you might know what he's been into lately."

      Curt's eyes darted to me, suddenly looking very uncomfortable at my presence. 

      "What's this got to do with her?"

      "Daphne here is a friend of his. She's worried about him, and we can't seem to get a straight answer from anyone in town about where he might have gone."

      "That right? Huh. Well, haven't seen him."

      "You been selling to him?" Logan asked.

      Curt shrugged again. "What's it worth to you?"

      "What's it worth to you not to get your jaw broken?" Logan said.

      My body stiffened. I wasn't in the habit of antagonizing men with face tattoos. And I didn't advise it to others either. But there seemed to be an understanding between Logan and this man. Logan commanded more of a presence than I had realized.

      "Nah, I don't sell to him. More like the other way around."

      "Care to explain?"

      "He was on all kinds of meds and shit. Usually, he'd sell me his script for a few bucks. He gets all kinds of stuff from the VA. Antipsychotics, opioids. Muscle relaxers. Man, sure as shit is hard to get old. He’d make a trip down there every so often and get a bunch of scripts doled out. They just mail it to you now."

      "You bought his prescription medication?" I said with disgust.

      "So what if I did, bitch?”

      My nerves tingled. A retort threatened to surface, but Logan shot me a sharp warning look to just let it go. Just words, Daphne. Just words. 

      I breathed and aimed for diplomacy. Ignoring Logan’s warning look not to speak, I said, "Look, we don't care what Sharpe was up to or what you do in your free time. We just want to know who might have had a beef with him. And if it was serious enough to get him in trouble. I'm just worried about my friend.” 

      "Don't know nothing about that," Curt said.

      He moved to a small fridge in the corner and pulled out three longnecks. He popped the tops in what seemed one fell swoop, then handed one to Logan and one to me. I just about declined when I saw the flash of warning in Logan's eyes. I smiled and took the beer. 

      "Thanks. Hot day," I said stupidly. Curt smirked. 

      I took a heavy swallow, nearly choking on the acrid, acidic taste. How did people drink this garbage all day?

      Logan took a heavy gulp then said, "Any idea where he got off to then?"

      Curt and Logan exchanged a glance. "I heard his daughter was sick."

      My ears went up. Daughter. Another recurring theme. 

      Curt gulped a heavy drink of his beer. I did the same, trying not to gag. 

      "Right, his daughter. Michelle, right?" I asked, testing his honesty. 

      Curt glared at me. "Why the hell would I know some stupid detail like her name?"

      I wanted to wither under his gimlet stare.

      "But now that I think of it, I heard him say at Scotty's she'd gone sick, and he was thinking about heading out there to see her. I'd say that's where he’s gone."

      "That makes sense. And if she took a turn, he mighta left in a hurry,” Logan said.

      He looked to me for confirmation of this information. 

      Sure, I guess it made sense. Except that his wallet was still there. But…what did I really know about his state of mind? People do foolish things when disaster strikes. They lose their senses. Get careless, forgetful. 

      "He'd been talking about moving back close to her. Sounded like they were getting on a bit better these days. Maybe he decided to stay with her for a while." Curt finished his beer and tossed it into a basket in the corner.

      "Thanks, Curt. You've been a big help," Logan said. He eyed me, and I nodded in agreement. 

      "Yes, thank you. I was worried about him. But that makes a lot of sense."

      "No problem." 

      Paco reentered the room, pulling our attention. He was still flicking that damn lighter. He clearly wasn't your average child. Even I, who felt I knew nothing of what children should and shouldn't be, could see that. It was something in his eyes. A deep darkness. They were like mirrors reflecting memories, traumas. Things no child should ever see. Things no adult should ever see for that matter. 

      Paco seemed to notice my fascination, and he stared back at me. Thoughts, memories, and words were communicated in that dark gaze. He stared so long that I finally grew uncomfortable. But still, I could not pull myself away. He had me captivated. I wanted to know everything. What dark memories lay in the deep recesses of this boy's mind? I wanted to heal him. To pull out the pain. To salve his wounds. What was that feeling that I was having? Was it some sort of maternal instinct? Or was it my instinct as a natural healer—feeling the pain of others and instantly wanting to eradicate it.

      "Paco!" Curt barked, snapping us from our shared moment. Then as though remembering company, Curt smiled. "Hey, get me another beer, yeah?" The boy hesitated. "Now, little shit."

      Paco's head slowly raised. For a moment, he met Curt's eyes defiantly. Then he slowly nodded and left the room again. 

      Logan and I turned to go. 

      “Hey, Logan, you come back ’round later. I got a thing for you.” He scratched his head dumbly. “That thing I ordered.”

      Logan nodded. "Will do. Take care."

      As we left Curt's house, I wasn't sure if I felt a sense of relief or intense dread. The crisp mountain air assaulted my senses as we stepped back outside. I gulped in the fresh air greedily, only then realizing how much I'd been deprived of it after only a few minutes in that rancid tomb. 

      "You satisfied?" Logan said as we climbed into his truck. 

      I smirked. "Hardly. Doesn't add up."

      "Not everything is some great mystery. Sometimes things just are what they are."

      "Who was that kid?" I asked. 

      Logan shrugged. "Paco, as far as I gathered." 

      “You’ve never seen him before?”

      “I dunno. Yeah, I guess I have. Why?”

      I rolled my eyes. "You didn't find that whole interaction weird?"

      "What, that a skinhead Nazi fuck is mean to his kid? No, I do not, Daphne."

      "Was it really his kid?"

      "Jesus, what's your fucking fascination with that kid? Let it go."

      I sighed and thumped back on the truck seat, crossing my arms. I stared out the window for a few minutes, watching the passing beauty. Is this what I came to Sierra Ridge for?

      "What thing does he have for you?" I finally said.

      "Huh?" 

      "The thing Curt said he ordered for you special.” 

      "Not really your business, is it?"

      "Not really but humor me."

      "Just a part for my motorcycle. Hard to find piece."

      "Oh. Okay.” It was all a world I just didn't understand with a language I would never know. How did a decent guy like Logan have a guy like that ordering him motorcycle parts?

      The world isn’t so black and white, Daphne.

      The world was a complicated place indeed. And maybe Logan wasn't decent at all.
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      We rode in silence in his truck for a while. My thoughts were a convoluted jumble.

      “Penny for your thoughts?”

      “Not sure. I don’t know what I’m thinking well enough to tell them,” I said.

      He breathed heavily. “I get it. That was a lot to take in. Probably a first time for you.”

      “Drinking beer at a Nazi’s house? I’ll have to say yes. First time.”

      "Just think of the tale you’ll have to tell your friends back at the country club.”

      I swiveled my head toward him with a glare. “I have seen the dark side of humanity before.”

      He snorted a laugh. 

      “What?” I said. 

      “Just find that hard to believe.”

      “Why do you insist that I’m so innocent? It’s not like I grew up in a bubble.”

      That elicited a full-on chuckle. “Right. I’m sure that private jet has an economy class. Not a bubble at all.”

      “Is it my fault I was born into some money? I can’t control that.”

      His laugh subsided. “No, of course not. I don’t blame someone for being born rich any more than I’d blame someone for being born poor. We don’t control our lot in life, don’t control our parents.”

      Privilege and entitlement—two words I'd been hearing since I could remember. As though I was somehow to blame for the world into which I was born. But didn't I blame myself? I knew it wasn't my fault I was born wealthy. But in times like this I had to wonder, was I still just part of the problem?

      “So then what?” I said. 

      “You still have to take ownership for who you are. It’s okay to say it, Daphne. I’m privileged and I’ve never had the misfortune of having to see human suffering.”

      “But I have. I’ve worked at shelters before. I’ve—”

      “You served soup to the homeless? Donated used clothes?”

      “What, you’re mad that I’ve never slept on the streets?”

      “No, I’m mad that you pretend that you understand when you don’t. Just admit it. You don’t have the faintest idea what real life is.”

      My cheeks burned. I turned away and stared out at the passing scenery.

      He sighed heavily. “Want a beer? I could use a beer.”

      “I don’t drink beer.” I said through gritted teeth, feeling the anger and embarrassment swell in me like a tidal wave.

      “You can have a glass of water then.” 

      “Sure. Whatever. As long as we don’t go to Scotty’s.” 

      Logan chuckled. “Sure thing.”

      A moment later he pulled up to the village market. He popped in and returned a moment later with a brown paper bag and a snarky smile. 

      “Where are we going?” I asked. 

      “I know a little place. Peaceful.”

      I said nothing as he drove down Main Street then down a back road. We wound through the trees and then finally pulled up to an area overlooking a small lake. The crystal-clear water shimmered in a myriad of blues and greens. In the distance the towering Sierra Nevada mountains stood guard, blocking this slice of paradise from the rest of the world. The scent of sharp pine was an ever-present ambience in this sleepy place—a place that seemed custom made to forget about the outside world.

      “This is certainly peaceful,” I said as we stepped from the cab of the truck.

      "Seemed like your kinda zen place.”

      Logan opened the truck bed and spread out a blanket. We hopped up and pulled a six-pack of IPAs and a minibottle of white wine from the paper bag. He handed me the wine. 

      “Not sure what you like but I took a guess.”

      I blushed and accepted. It seemed explaining that you weren’t a drinker didn’t hold much weight around here. But fuck it. Maybe I should just become one.

      “We’re like proper country folks now,” I said in jest. He clinked his beer against my plastic wine bottle.

      “The novelties never stop,” he said dryly.

      We sat in silence for a while until I finally found the courage to voice what I’d been thinking.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      “You haven’t been shy up till now.”

      “What does Sarah have against you?”

      Surprisingly, that question seemed to give him pause, as though it was the last question topic he expected to broach. He said nothing for a long moment, his eyes flickering. 

      “I wasn’t aware you and Sarah were friends.”

      “We are.”

      “What did she say to give you the impression she doesn’t hold me in the highest esteem?” 

      “She gave me some pretty strong warnings to stay away from you. Seems to think you’re the heartbreaking type.”

      He smirked. “Is that right? And what do you think?”

      I shook my head. “Don’t evade the question. What’s the story there?”

      He sighed and sipped his beer. “We have a little history, I guess.”

      “Care to elaborate?”

      “Didn’t take you for a gossip, Daphne Barlow.”

      “I’ve had a challenging week. Just humor me.”

      He finished his first beer in record time and plucked another from the pack. “We had a little fling a few years back. She was a bit more invested than I was I guess you could say. When I broke things off, she took it pretty hard.”

      I narrowed my eyes, studying his expression, looking for tells. He seemed to be telling the truth, but I wasn’t sure I trusted my instincts anymore. 

      “I guess that makes sense.”

      “I wasn’t aware I was under interrogation here.”

      I shot him a smirk. “I’m a researcher, Logan. I’ll never turn it off.”

      “Thought you were a witch doctor.” He winked. 

      “Then what’s the rest of your story?”

      “Story?”

      “Everyone has one, right?”

      “Mine’s a long one. And I only have a six-pack.”

      “You’ll just have to drink slow,” I said.

      He guzzled down his beer and stared out at the water pensively. He carefully wiped his lips then sighed.

      “It’s complicated.”

      “I gathered.”

      “Based on what?”

      I bobbed my head. “A lot of people around here seem to think you’re bad news.”

      He chuckled low. “They’re not wrong.” He tossed his beer and reached for another. I supposed I should be worried about him driving but he didn’t even seem fazed.

      “So you embrace your bad boy reputation then?”

      “Why not? Serves me well. Not sure why people get so bent out about it. A reputation means people are talking about you. And isn’t any publicity good publicity?”

      “Tell that to my mother,” I muttered. He cocked an eyebrow. “Never mind. Show me behind that curtain. Just this much.” I pinched my forefinger and thumb together. 

      “I’d rather not get into it.”

      “Don’t you know enigma is the one surefire way to make sure a woman never leaves you alone?”

      He laughed. “Okay, fine. You might have put it together, but I originally came up here with every intention of fighting this thing. The war on drugs,” he said with heavily laced sarcasm.

      “How?”

      “I was with the DEA back then.”

      “I figured it was something like that. How long ago?”

      “Shit. Ten years, I guess. Hard to believe it’s been that long really. Back when I was young and idealistic.”

      “I’m listening,” I said. I turned my body to give him my full attention.

      He sighed and leaned back, settling in to unveil. “Back then the illegal marijuana grows were getting out of control. I’m not talking locals growing for personal use or selling a bit on the side. I’m talking cartels who set up camps in these woods, off the grid, and wreak havoc on the communities. It was nasty business back then. These guys, they weren't fucking around. They were deadly. Would protect their crop by any means necessary. They were just destroying the community, the environment, in the process.”

      “I thought that only happened up in Humboldt? What do they call that—the green triangle?”

      He smiled thinly. “Emerald, yeah. It might be worse up there, but it was getting pretty bad here. The proximity to Nevada along with its remote location was fueling it. People weren’t really looking in this area. Humboldt has the reputation. They were flying under the radar here.”

      “How’d you find them?”

      “Actually, an environmentalist can be thanked. This famous scientist guy was up here studying this random rodent. He discovers a whole bunch of them dead. Once they opened them up, they found this toxic poison in their stomachs. But it wasn’t a poison common to any normal agriculture use. He ran it through the system, and gets a hit that it’s a common poison used on weed crops. Nasty shit. Keeps the vermin away but it can rot your gut if you ingest it.”

      “Gross.”

      “Yeah. That’s one of the things Netflix shows you. Stuff is lethal. So anyway, the DEA sent out a task force to track them. We found some serious shit.”

      “What happened? Why aren’t you with the DEA anymore?”

      He paused and looked like he was considering his answer long and hard. Then he forced out a thin smile. 

      “Some things went poorly during the operation. It was time for me to move on.”

      “But you stayed up here?”

      He pressed his beer to his lips. “It's complicated.”

      “Men love that phrase.”

      “So do rich girls.”

      I chuckled and took a long swallow of the wine. Screw it. 

      Logan went on. “Some bad things happened. I stayed to try to clean up. And in the end, it just started to feel like the place I belong.”

      “Like home?” I said sweetly.

      He laughed. “Home? I don't know about that. But it felt like a place at least I could stay a minute. I don't know, the next thing you know you just sort of have a life somewhere. I fell into a rhythm. Got a job. And here I am.” 

      “What do you do now for work?”

      He pressed the bottle to his lips and flashed a half smile. “This and that.”

      “And so now you don’t care anymore? About the drugs?”

      “Care? What am I supposed to do about any of it? It’s not like I can stop people from fucking up their lives. You’ll never stop people from taking advantage of others, Daphne. It’s the way of the wild. Survival of the fittest.”

      “That’s cold.”

      “Life is cold. We want to believe that humanity is innately good. But I think that’s bullshit. Humanity is innately out for survival. People will do what they have to to get by.”

      “I don’t believe that.”

      “Yeah, well maybe in your privileged world, people have the luxury of sitting around holding hands. It’s easy to be kind and cooperative with your neighbor when you all have enough. It’s easy to care about social causes when you don’t have anything bigger to worry about.”

      His words cut through me, and my defenses went up. Who was he to judge me? What did he know about me, about my life? I’d had to survive too—in my own way. I’d been thrust into a sea of sharks from a young age. No one had prepared me for the scrutiny when the company blew up in sales. For the media, the stalkers. The users. I’d used my brains and wit to survive it then. I’d do the same now.

      “So what’s your deal then?” Logan asked.

      “My deal?”

      “What would make a girl like you move to a place like this? You have so much going for you. I don’t get it. Run into trouble back home or something?”

      I laughed slightly at his earnest inquiry. 

      “I needed to get away. I wanted to find a place where I could be myself. Be something other than”—I paused. I wasn’t sure how to explain it—“someone other than a brand.”

      “Not sure I follow.”

      I paused for a few moments, collecting my thoughts. 

      “My family has a business. A fairly successful one. And my entire life it’s been part of my identity. And there were all these expectations that I was going to take over. But the thing is, I never wanted it.”

      “Most people around here would kill for a family business.”

      “They think that. But when it gives you no choice in who you want to be?”

      “What’s the business?”

      I sighed. “Organic food and wellness.”

      He roared with laughter. 

      “What?” I said.

      “That’s what you ran away from? You’re the poster child for zen living.”

      “But that’s the problem, you see? What they’re selling is one thing. But how they live is another. All the success and wealth has corrupted my parents. They don’t practice their ideals anymore.”

      Daphne’s Naturals. My legacy. A legacy I didn’t ask for or ever want. Why did a family think that just because they made a decision to build something, somehow their subsequent offspring was morally bound to step into the same fate without question or preamble?

      Logan snickered at me. I glared. 

      “Sorry. Just sounds a little entitled.”

      “I’m entitled to live my life the way I want,” I said, feeling my cheeks flush.

      “No, you’re right. Sorry. You go to school?”

      “Yes, UC Berkeley. I have a PhD.”

      "Damn. Already?”

      I shrugged. “By the time I was twenty-five.”

      “What in?”

      “Cultural anthropology.”

      He snorted a laugh. “OK, if I didn’t know you were rich before, I sure as hell know now. Only people who never have to worry about money get bullshit graduate degrees.”

      “Excuse me? That’s not your place to judge. It’s a very useful degree!”

      His eyes looked a cross between apologetic and amused. I was just a joke to him.

      “I help people, you know.”

      “I never said you didn’t.”

      “I don’t know why you’re being so contentious,” I said. I pushed off the truck bed. “I should just get home.” He grabbed my arm and pulled me back.

      “I’m sorry. That was harsh. I know you’re just trying to do the right thing here. Get back up here. Relax.”

      I sighed and hopped back up. I had always been quick to anger and judgment, and I’d never been very good at relationships with the opposite sex. I don’t even have a very good excuse. It’s not like I come from trauma or early abuse or witnessed some deep dysfunction. No, the dysfunction in my house was always a slow burn. My parents were thick as thieves but somehow I never got the impression it was a marriage based on love. Sometimes it seemed like they were more partners in crime than anything. I wasn’t sure how that translated into romantic love. 

      And then came Benji. I’d been so innocent. I’d been so in love with the idea of love that I had never seen it coming. 

      I brought my thoughts back to Logan. He was a million miles away from the man-boys of San Francisco I’d left behind who were perfectly content to rent studio apartments with five other guys until they were forty, and housed their Teslas in garages that cost more than their rent. This was a guy who’d seen real things in the world. This was a guy who set me on edge. And I couldn’t decide if I liked it or if it terrified me. Or both. 

      “You seem nervous about something,” Logan said. 

      I nervously toyed with the wine bottle. “I guess everything is just getting to me a bit.” I felt his eyes on me and I looked up. They took me in, glistening in the moonlight. 

      “It’s a lot. I’m sure it’s not exactly something you’re used to.”

      I tried to laugh but it was strained. I guess the truth was I was scared. But I didn’t know how to admit that to myself, let alone Logan. I was never scared of anything. I was the girl who proudly stood in front of rubber bullets for my principals. Who could take on the world. But maybe that had all been a lie. Just like everything else I’d always thought about myself. 

      “It’s gorgeous here,” I said, wanting to focus on something else. Something beautiful.

      Logan smiled. “Yeah. Hard to reconcile it sometimes with how shitty the town is.”

      “I don’t think it’s shitty. I just think there are some bad people here trying to poison it.”

      “The ground was poisoned a long time ago.”

      I didn’t want to think that either. There was part of me that still so desperately wanted this place to be the little paradise I’d needed it to be. I sipped on the wine and suddenly my head felt a little lighter. Logan seemed to notice. 

      “You alright there?”

      My cheeks warmed. “Yes, fine. I just don’t really drink. Hits me fast I guess.”

      “Wish I could say the same. Been a pro at it for some time.”

      I laughed. 

      The evening was serene. The crickets sang in the background. A small breeze danced through the redwoods. It was easy to forget for a few moments that danger was lurking just around the bend. Logan shifted slightly toward me. His body radiated heat and masculine scents—pine and fresh air and dirt. I almost felt like I could let down my guard. Get lost in him. 

      It suddenly struck me how lonely I’d been this past year. I hadn’t been close to anyone since Benji. It had been more than a year since I’d shared the small hours of the morning with someone, felt the soft cadence of breath that wasn’t my own. The wine had lulled my senses into an easy sway. I leaned into Logan just slightly. I felt the tension crackling. Had it been a long time for him too? I doubted it. He was a man who lived his life with more abandon than I did. One who carried himself with unbridled confidence in his ability in life. I was too academic. Too caught up in calculating the statistics of things. Too caught up in my own head to just live. 

      I snapped my wandering mind back. I was being foolish. This wasn’t a date. And Logan wasn’t interested in me like that. This was just two people unwinding in a beautiful place after a stressful day had ground them down. This was two people finding solace in nature and shared experience. Like always, I was making too much of small things.

      “I should go,” I finally said. 

      “Hot date?”

      I blushed. “Not exactly. But I have an early day tomorrow and I need to get some work done.” It was a lie. I didn’t have anything tomorrow. And the only work I had to do was to figure out how I was going to pay my mortgage without touching my blood money. 

      Logan nodded. I got the sense there were words unsaid but I didn’t push. I didn’t think I wanted to hear. 

      “Promise you’ll be safe, Daphne. I’m not gonna try to tell you not to poke around on this thing. But please don’t go poking around by yourself.”

      I tilted my head, feeling a little flirty from the wine. “Why, Logan. If I didn’t know better, I’d think you cared.”

      He snickered. “I’ve never been a fan of blood on my hands.” The words were harsh, but the tone wasn’t. There was caring there. I could feel it. 

      He stood and extended his hand. “Alright then. Home it is.”
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      The next morning I was sitting at my computer, browsing articles on small-business marketing when my phone buzzed.

      I glanced down at the screen and groaned. God, she was persistent. I took a deep breath. Fine, if she was really going to be this difficult, I’d just get it over with. I hit the accept button.

      “Daffy!” Her high-pitched squeal came over the line as though she never thought she’d hear from me again. I cringed at her nickname. I wasn’t a duck.

      “Mother. What do you want?”

      “Why are you always like that?”

      “What. Do. You. Want?” I wasn’t going to give in to her passive aggressiveness. 

      “Well, hello to you too, my charming daughter. Is your mother calling really such an inconvenience to your busy life?”

      I rolled my eyes in vain and took a breath. “Well, your calls don’t usually come with good tidings. Usually, you want to berate me for leaving or deliver bad news. Did somebody die?”

      She sighed loudly into the phone. “Only my hope for a pleasant conversation. I just wanted to remind you about the twenty-fifth-anniversary party later this month.”

      “You wasted a quarter on the call, Mom.”

      “As if you’ve ever used a pay phone.”

      “I told you I’m not going.”

      “How can you be like this? Twenty-five years since we sold our first veggie burger, and you act like it’s nothing. I don’t understand what we did to make you act like this.”

      I laughed. “Exactly. And that’s the problem. You can’t even see it.”

      “You’d think with that fancy PhD you’d have learned how to communicate better. I don’t read minds, despite being your mother.”

      I sighed. I was so not in the mood for games with her right now. “Mom, I’m not going to the party. I left the company. I’m no longer a part of Daphne’s Naturals so I have no obligation to be there. Why don’t you understand that?”

      “Daffy, it’s your namesake. You can’t just—”

      “Then change the damn name. I don’t care.”

      “Your father and I built this company for you. Doesn’t that mean anything to you?”

      I laughed. “I didn’t ask for it! God, you are either entirely delusional or you’ve just gotten so good at believing your own propaganda. You didn’t build it for me. You built it for you and slapped your baby’s name on it because you thought it would sell better. And then you got rich and forgot all about your own ethics.”

      “You’re unbelievable, Daff. You’re really going to blame us for being successful at the thing we love? I guess you have your trust fund, so what do you care how it got there?”

      “I haven’t touched a dime of that money and you know it. I’m making it on my own.” I pointed my finger angrily at the phone to no one’s benefit.

      “Oh really? And who do you think paid for that fancy education that makes you feel so superior? Do you know where your father and I went to college? The junior college. Which I paid for by—”

      “I know. Waiting tables. You’re such a martyr.”

      “And you’re ungrateful. I expect you to be at that party, Daphne Barlow.”

      “Sounds like a threat, Mom.”

      She snorted a laugh. “A threat? No. Just a demand.”

      “Well guess what? I’m twenty-seven and I’m not on your payroll anymore. You don’t get to tell me what to do anymore. Your demands are futile.”

      There was an awkward pause on the line for a moment. Our tension and frustration traversed space and time. Finally, I took a calming breath and spoke slowly. 

      “I appreciate how much this means to you, Mom, but I really need you to respect my boundaries on this. I don’t want to be a part of the company anymore. And that means I don’t need to attend the anniversary party. I’m sorry if it hurts you.”

      Unexpectedly, she laughed. “I accept my blame in this, Daphne. Because clearly somewhere along the line, we went wrong in raising you.”

      I opened my mouth to retort, but like my mom, she always needed the final say. Without another word, she hung up the phone.

      I screamed at the top of my lungs.

      My parents never consulted me before they created a megacompany in my name. And yet they expected me to be grateful for them selling out? How could they not understand that I wanted to be taken seriously in this world and I never would be as just another trust fund girl? My parents had taken an idea—a great idea I can admit—and turned it into a behemoth. The country’s number one health food brand. Sold in major retailers across the nation. Our proprietary veggie burger sold in restaurants internationally. Now expanding into the natural cosmetic market. Saving children in Africa one edamame at a time.

      And they’d named it after me.

      I should be so proud of them. In a way, I was proud. I know the whole concept sprung from a good place. A place of healing and love and wanting to do right by communities and the earth in a world where childhood obesity was skyrocketing. Where the ozone layer was disintegrating. Where communities farmed food to export to wealthier nations yet still starved. But when had it gone so terribly wrong? When they got rich, I suppose. When the power and the fame corrupted in the corrosive way that power and fame do. I hadn’t questioned my path much growing up. I was groomed from a young age and told that I was in line to take over the company someday. To anyone else it sounded great. I never had to worry about a thing, other than carrying on with the legacy. I was handed a global treasure. But then I did question. I asked questions Mom couldn’t answer. That dad told me I had no right to ask. Their lack of transparency started to weigh on me. How could I run a company whose entire basis was ethics when I didn’t trust the man behind the curtain? Lip-service liberals, they liked charity events and fundraisers and were vocal about gay rights, women’s rights, animal rights, everything rights. But what did they actually do? They flew in their private jet to see celebrity gurus across the world.

      We’re one of the best companies to work for in the Bay Area! Mom would say whenever I voiced my concerns. 

      Best? What does best even mean? I was tired of the hypocrisy. I wasn’t going to end up some corporate dragon, breathing fire down on the poor souls who slaved away to make us richer. I was determined to live a different life than my parents. I wanted to forge my own path and live my authentic truth.

      I could still see the disbelief in their eyes, and then the anger, when I’d told them I quit. They actually laughed at me. They called me spoiled, naive and ungrateful. Maybe I was those things. But I was entitled to opinions of my own.

      “No, you’re not when you’re on my payroll,” my father had said. And with those words, I had sealed my fate. 

      Okay then. Fire me. Cut me off the payroll. I would make it on my own.

      My mother laughed harder. I had no idea what I was saying, she said. I had no idea what the world was really like. What people were like. How it could so easily break someone like me. I was too fragile for the real world.

      I had held my ground. I had lifted my chin and said I would be fine.

      I had been so excited to tell Benji the news. In the four years we’d been together, he’d always encouraged me to be more independent, to chase my dreams. I practically ran to the Pac Heights apartment he shared with three other techie hopefuls.

      “What do you mean you’re quitting the company?” His expression was blank as he stood in baggy joggers and an ironic Save the Whales tee shirt. 

      “I finally did it. I don’t want to be a part of it. I’ve told you this.” I was out of breath and ecstatic getting the words out.

      He rubbed his hand through his sloppy hair. “Yeah, I know. But you just walked away? And they like cut you off? Like completely?”

      With a laugh bubbling up inside of me, I nodded fervently. “Yeah, I guess so. But you’ve always said I didn’t need them. We should celebrate!”

      He raised his hands. “Whoa. No, I never said you didn’t need them. I just said you shouldn’t be afraid to be independent. To branch out a little.”

      “Well, this is the very definition of independent, don’t you think?”

      He paced the room a few times. He laughed as though I were pulling one over on him. Was he angry?

      Then he went to the small fridge in the open-concept kitchen and grabbed a craft lager. He nearly drained it in one pull.

      “Wait, what’s wrong with you? You’re acting like you’re angry with me,” I said.

      “I just think you’re making a huge mistake is all.”

      I bit my lip. “Well, it’s my mistake to make, isn’t it? I mean, it’s what I need to do for my life. I don’t want to live off my parents forever.”

      “Then who are you going to live off? It’s not like we can live off me. You’re walking away from a fortune, Daph. A literal fortune.”

      My jaw dropped as a retort got stuck in my mouth. “What are you talking about? I never said anything about living off you. I am perfectly capable of making my own money. I can support myself.”

      He smirked and took a long pull from the overpriced bottle. “Not that kind of money.”

      Then it dawned on me. He wasn’t afraid I was going to mooch off him. He was upset that he could no longer mooch off me. He wanted to date the rich girl. Not the independent free spirit.

      “Daph,” he started with a sigh.

      I lowered my eyes. I didn’t need him to say it.

      I held up my hand. “Don’t, Benji. Don’t even say it.”

      “You don’t understand.”

      I met his eyes. “I don’t?”

      “This affects me too. You said your dad would give me start-up capital for my company.”

      “You mean your app?”

      He rolled his eyes. “Yeah, Daphne. The app that could very well turn into the next Uber.”

      I blinked. “Right. Well, yeah, I mean my dad’s a savvy investor. If you present a solid business proposal, I’m sure they’d still be open to investing.”

      “It’s not the same.”

      “I don’t get it.”

      “You wouldn’t. You’ve always been rich.”

      I laughed and folded my arms across my chest. “I see. Walking away means I’m not the free ride anymore. There goes your meal ticket. Now you might actually have to work for a living.”

      He rolled his eyes as though I were being ridiculous. But I saw it. I saw the truth plastered across his smug face. How had I not seen him for what he was all these years? He’d put in four long years with me and now he was just waiting to sign on the line. He’d never seen me as anything but a piggy bank for his lofty ideas.

      “Goodbye, Benji.”

      “Daphne, wait.”

      I turned around. “Wait for what? If you think you’re going to keep me on the line with just enough rope in the event that I go back to the company, get my trust fund and hand it over to you, then you’re even dumber than that stupid tee shirt. Goodbye. Have a nice life.”

      I turned and left.

      I knew I shouldn’t dwell on something as mundane as a breakup from a man who didn’t matter, wasn’t worth it. Hearts are broken every day. But I think in that moment it was the first time I realized that my entire self-worth was tied up in Daphne’s Naturals. Who was I without my brand, my family? My money? People didn’t want to be friends with just Daphne. When just Daphne turned out to be a living, breathing human made of feelings and blood and thoughts, the illusion was broken. Without the money, she was just the weird girl planting flowers. 

      A rap at the door then snapped me from my thoughts. My senses lit up. I was never going to get used to people just showing up at my door. No one in San Francisco ever randomly just popped over. Even the delivery drivers just dropped packages on the porch and scuttled off like bandits. 

      I pulled myself up and went to the door. I was surprised to see Sarah at the threshold holding a bottle of wine and a beaming smile. Her auburn hair fell in chaotic waves around her shoulders and her eyes were rimmed with smudged liner that gave her a boudoir appeal. She looked pretty hot, actually.

      “Sarah, hey. What are you doing here?”

      “Is that the warm welcome I deserve?”

      “Sorry,” I opened the door wider. “Come in. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      She held up the bottle and shook it. “Well. As it turns out, Daphne. I’m in need of a drinking buddy.”

      “Sarah, I don’t—”

      She held up her hand. “I’m over that excuse to not be fun.”

      “It’s not an excuse, I—”

      “You a recovering drunk?”

      “No.”

      “You take blood thinners?”

      “What? No.”

      “Then what’s your deal?”

      “It’s just bad for your health. It’s a dangerous habit.” 

      She waved her hand to flick away my words. “Pssh. So’s driving a car and cooking over an open flame. So get over yourself and grab two glasses.”

      I thought of the previous night. How half a minibottle had nearly caused me to let my guard down completely. But I sighed. I was definitely losing this battle and I was too tired to argue my virtues. I capitulated and grabbed two tumblers from the cabinet. 

      “I don’t have a wine opener.”

      Sarah wiggled the bottle of pinot noir. “It’s a screw cap. You’re in luck.” She filled two glasses with a pale-red wine and slid one over. 

      We settled into the couch in the living room. 

      “Cheers then,” she said. I smiled thinly and clinked my glass against hers. I took the smallest sip I could manage. Maybe I should just get over myself and slam it. Maybe that was the key to sanity up here.

      “So why the need to drink wine in the middle of the afternoon?” I asked. 

      “Fucking ex-husband.”

      “Oh. Yeah, they’re a pain I hear.” 

      She snickered. “Take my advice and never get married. Not worth the hassle.”

      “I’ll keep it in mind. What did your ex do?”

      Sarah took a heavy swallow of her wine. “Bastard’s getting remarried and claims he can’t pay alimony anymore. Like that whore he’s with deserves what’s rightfully mine.”

      I hadn’t seen this side of Sarah before. But I guess divorce is enough to turn even the sweetest dispositions sour. Her bedroom eyes were a little glassy and I had the inkling this wasn’t her first drink of the day.

      “I’m sorry, Sarah. That really sucks. But is that even legal? Doesn’t he have to keep paying per your divorce agreement?”

      “Child support for Mel, yeah. But I don't know about the rest. Now I guess I have to go get a lawyer involved. A lawyer I can’t afford.” She shook her head. “Bastard.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed. I sighed and took a bigger sip of wine. Whatever. 

      “Sorry. I just needed to vent to someone.”

      “Why me?” I asked. I considered us friends, but more of the casual coffee variety. Not the ex-husband problems kind. 

      She shrugged. “I guess because you’re an outsider. You didn’t know Todd. Everyone else around here, even my friends, knows our story too well. I guess it’s just nice to talk to someone who only knows my side of the story so has to be on my side by default.” She smiled thinly and it actually seemed genuine. I gently touched her shoulder. 

      “Of course. Well anytime. I’m a good listener.”

      “You were a therapist or something right?”

      “No, not a therapist. I studied cultural anthropology. And while I was earning my PhD, I conducted a lot of interviews with people from all different backgrounds. It made me a really good listener.”

      She tilted her head. “Why the hell would anyone spend a decade in school to study anthropology? What in God’s holy name did you plan to do with that?”

      “I had hoped to make a difference in rural communities.” I laughed at the irony.

      “What kind of difference?”

      “To improve health and wellness mostly.”

      Sarah snorted a laugh and took a deep, sloppy drink. “Rural people don’t need kale, Daphne. They need jobs.”

      “I know. But do you know what the number one cause of financial ruin is?”

      “Whores.”

      I resisted a laugh. “Medical expenses. Did you know that two-thirds of bankruptcies are caused by health care costs?”

      Sarah bobbed her head, considering. “Damn. So you think if you can keep people away from Mtn Dew you can keep ’em from the poorhouse.”

      I smiled at the boiled-down explanation. “Yeah. Something like that. Healthier people can work longer and harder.”

      “I’m not sure that should be your selling point.”

      “How about healthier people can avoid the astronomical cost of long-term medication or treatments? But to make a difference in communities like that, you have to understand them first. I guess I’m not doing such a great job there. I guess I was naive in thinking it would be that easy.”

      Sarah offered a sympathetic smile. “Most rural communities don’t want to be understood, no matter how much they cry abandonment. Truth is, people like us revel in the misery.” 

      “I’m starting to see that. But anyway. You didn’t come here to hear me pontificate about my dying ambitions. So tell me more about the situation with your ex.”

      Sarah shrugged and waved a hand. “Oh, now that I’m here and I’ve said it out loud, it doesn’t seem like such a big deal. I’ll just have to take the bastard to court, right? Or have some of my friends in low places pay him a visit.” She wiggled her brows playfully, but something told me she might just have a few such friends in her contact list.

      “So—have you heard anything more? About Sharpe?” Sarah asked, smoothly bridging to a new subject. She casually wiped away smudged mascara, and I didn’t miss that her eyes didn’t meet mine. Clearly the question had been weighing on her.

      “Is that why you’re really here, Sarah? To pry?”

      Sarah stared down at her chipped pink toe polish. “No, of course not.” She looked up. “But?”

      I flubbed my lips. “Nothing really. We’ve talked to a few people. I have to say, things just keep getting weirder though. Something doesn’t add up.”

      Sarah’s head popped up. “Who’s we?”

      I nervously tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. “Oh. Um. Logan.”

      Sarah said nothing for a few minutes. Tension danced between us. Finally, she said, “Huh. So you guys…are you guys like getting involved?”

      “What? No! Not at all. I just needed some help talking to people about the Sharpe situation, and he offered.”

      Sarah nodded but said nothing. 

      I hesitated but decided to just let it out. “I get why you have an issue with him.”

      She folded her arms over her chest. “Oh, you do?”

      “He told me a little bit of your history.”

      “What exactly did he tell you?”

      “I know you guys had a thing that went badly. That he broke up with you and you took it hard. And I get it. I still hold on to some resentment toward my ex too.” Even the thought of that user made my skin crawl. 

      Sarah chuckled, fully amused. “Took it hard. I guess that’s one way to look at it.” 

      There was more to this story. I silently waited for her to fill the space with the rest of the details. It was one trick I’d learned in graduate school—people hated silence. Finally, after a few beats she groaned. 

      “Did he tell you I was married at the time?”

      My stomach flopped. “No. He conveniently left that part out.”

      “Course he did. But before you get all judgy, my husband was a real piece of shit. Bad news. Slapped me around just for kicks.”

      “Sarah, I’m so sorry—”

      “Oh, save your lip service pity for your patients. I don’t need it. But yeah, Todd was a bastard. But a connected bastard. Ran with the Death Angels, running H, pills, guns. Some real Sons of Anarchy shit.” She gulped her wine. “I’m in a pretty bad place and Logan comes in all knight in shining armor. I really thought he cared. Jokes on me, right?”

      “He was…with the DEA then?” A story was playing out in my mind. Undercover agent falls for target’s wife. Tragically romantic.

      She cocked an eyebrow. “That what he said?”

      “I—no. Not exactly. I’m just putting some pieces together.”

      “Sure. The DEA.”

      I was afraid to ask, but I needed to know. “What happened?”

      “Todd found out. Put me in the hospital for my troubles.”

      I thought I might be sick at the thought. So much of her made sense now. The pathos beneath her eyes. The beauty fading a season too soon. 

      “What about Logan?”

      She took a heavy sip of wine. “What about that fucker? What happened to him? Fucking nothing. Guess my honor wasn’t worth enough for Todd to muck anything else up.”

      “Sarah, that’s—that’s terrible.”

      She shrugged. “Only good thing that came out of it is I finally got the courage to divorce that asshole after that. I knew it’d be dangerous, but I figured it’d be just as bad to stay. Might as well take my chances. But then, next thing I knew, Todd landed his ass in jail on a drug trafficking charge. I got the papers filed, and six months later, I had a finalized no-contest divorce.”

      “Just like that?”

      “Just like that. A little too easy if you ask me. I sometimes wonder if someone else had a hand in helping things along but…” She shrugged. “Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth.”

      Could Logan have pulled some strings to get Todd locked up and help Sarah get safe? If he did then he wasn’t such a terrible person after all. Maybe he was guilty of getting involved with the wrong woman, but he certainly wouldn’t be the first. He had honor in there somewhere. 

      Sarah shook it off. “Whatever. All in the past. Guess it is time to get over the whole thing. So who did he introduce you to anyway?”

      I hesitated. The words caught in my throat, but I choked them out. “Do you know a guy called Curt? Skinhead guy with a kid named Paco?”

      Sarah held her composure steady, but I caught the tells. I had interviewed enough nervous college kids in my dissertation days to always spot the tells.

      “What do you know about him, Sarah?”

      Her face softened and she swiveled her head about aimlessly. “Oh, I don’t really know him. Just as much as I do anyone up here. He’s a little rough for my taste.”

      “Have you seen the kid?”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Why the interest in his kid?”

      “Is it his kid?”

      “Why do you care?”

      I shrugged. “It was just strange. I don’t know. Something seemed off about their relationship. The way he talked to him. It just didn’t seem very fatherly. You know?” 

      Sarah laughed lightly. “Just because you know how to shoot sperm, doesn’t mean you know how to parent. Curt’s an asshole. Wouldn’t expect him to be a better dad.”

      “Thought you didn’t know him.”

      Her eyes went icy. “I don’t. But isn’t a skinhead Nazi an asshole by default?”

      “Sure. Fair point.” What wasn’t Sarah saying? 

      I went on. “Do you think—do you think Sharpe was involved with these guys? Like running drugs?” The silence in the room was thick and gummy. “Sarah, c’mon. Why won’t you tell me anything?”

      She sighed and settled back into my couch cushion. “You’re never going to drop all this are you?”

      I shook my head. “No. Not until I know what’s going on here.”

      “Why not, Daphne? Why can’t you just leave things alone?”

      Here, give me your hand. You’re gonna be alright. Look at me. I’m Sharpe, what’s your name?

      “I—because someone has to do the right thing here. If you know something, why can’t you tell me?”

      She tipped the bottle over her glass, filling it up to the brim. She drank greedily then wiped a scarlet drop from her lips. She rubbed it between her fingers, studying it. 

      “You heard nothing from me. You get that?”

      “Of course.”

      “Yeah, so Sharpe did some work with Curt and his crew. It’s not that out of the ordinary, really. I mean lots of people work with Curt on one thing or another. And mostly it’s harmless so no one blinks.”

      “What kinds of things?”

      “Some growing. Maybe dealing pills. Probably some other small black market kinda stuff. Petty stuff mostly.” 

      “Mostly?”

      “Honestly, Daphne, it’s the kinda thing I stay out of. Even when Todd was around, I tried not to know. I have an honest business and a kid to feed. I’m not trying to stir up trouble or get myself in deep with anyone.”

      “So, if Sharpe was working with him—supplying pills or whatever—do you think something might have gone wrong? Something that could have gotten Sharpe hurt?” Or killed, I thought. 

      “Really, I don’t know. Anything’s possible when money and freedom are on the line.”

      “Why won’t anyone investigate?”

      She shrugged. “My guess is Connelly is on the take of whatever Curt has going on. He’s not gonna mess that up over a long shot.” 

      “What about Paco?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Again with the kid.”

      “Because something isn’t right there. I don’t think he’s Curt’s kid. So that begs the question as to why some Nazi thug has a ten-year-old kid living with him. Isn’t he about the same age as your daughter?”

      Sarah sighed. “Gotta bring Mel into this.”

      “Well, that kid is somebody’s son.”

      Sarah scowled but I’d gotten through to her maternal reason. “I don’t really know who he is. He showed up a little before you did. Rumor is he’s from the Maidu Res up the mountain a ways.”

      “Curt said something about his mom being Mexican.”

      “She could be. There’s a lot of mixed blood up there. It’s common with a lot of the reservations.” 

      “Do you know anyone from there?”

      “Nah, not well. They mostly keep to themselves. We rarely see any of them in Sierra Ridge. A couple of their kids have gone to school in town over the years, but mostly they stay up in the res. There was an issue a few years ago with growers entrenching on their lands. Things got pretty ugly for a while. Bodies started to pile up. But then one day things calmed down again. I guess they reached an agreement.”

      “The Reservation allowed them to use the land, or they backed off?”

      Sarah shrugged. “Like I said, I try not to know. A practice you might want to follow.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” It went against every notion in my brain as a researcher. My entire life had revolved around the pursuit of knowledge. “But if you had to just guess, why is Paco here?”

      “I couldn’t begin to tell you. Maybe he really is Curt’s. Not unlikely he had a girlfriend up on the res. Maybe something happened to the mom and so he finally had to step up and take responsibility.”

      “Certainly not the worst explanation.” 

      “Don’t worry about Paco. He can take care of himself.”

      “For someone who doesn’t know him you sure do know a lot about him.”

      Sarah smiled ruefully. “I just know the type. I grew up here, Daphne. I’ve known these people all my life. And it takes a lifetime to really understand.” She patted her knee then. “Sorry I just barged in on you. Thanks for this. It was good to just unload a little.”

      She stood and screwed the lid back on the wine bottle. Something was shifty in her mannerism. 

      “Oh, yeah, okay.” I felt like we’d hardly talked about her problems at all. But maybe the distraction was all she really needed. 

      “Anytime,” I said. She popped the half-drunk bottle into her leather tote bag and turned to go. She stopped at the front door. 

      “Keep me posted if you hear anything about Sharpe.” She smiled thinly and left.
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      I couldn’t shake Sarah’s strange behavior. She had obviously not come over to vent her problems. She had been on a fishing expedition. As picturesque as this place was, there was something rotting its foundation. On closer inspection the cracks and threads were easy to spot. Sunken expressions and sallow skin from too many late nights, too many cigarettes and cheap wine from a box. The chipped paint on the storefronts. The mange on the lazy dog. The wary exhaustion in people’s eyes. The town was a facade hiding dark strata underneath. The people here were insular and jaded about the outside world. I’m not sure how I hadn’t seen it before. I guess I had been so wrapped up in what I wanted this place to be I couldn’t see the reality—I straight up refused to see it. But now it stared me clear in the face like the cold end of a pistol.

      I didn’t belong here. I don’t know why I fooled myself into thinking I ever did. But what was done was done. Here I was. I knew what Logan said. What Sarah said. What Connelly all but threatened. Keep my nose out of business that wasn’t mine. But at this point did anyone still believe Sharpe wasn’t in trouble? Or worse—I shook my head. I couldn’t consider it. And no one was going to stand up for him it seemed. And I couldn’t allow that to pass. No. He deserved justice, no matter what choices he’d made in life. Hadn’t the pursuit of justice been my entire goal these past few years? Hadn’t doing the right thing been my impetus for abandoning a nine-figure company?

      Images of that first icy March evening flooded my mind. As I tried to find my way through the dark mountains, I’d instead found myself in a muddy ditch, blood gushing with abandon from where my head collided with the window. In the darkening haze, I had never seen the sharp curve of the twisty alpine road.

      Coyotes howled on the horizon. Wind raged through the trees and ice pelted my windshield. The car wouldn’t start. I couldn’t see for my throbbing head and dark spots on my vision. My iPhone showed a flatline of service.

      This icy ditch would be the final resting place of one Daphne Barlow, the girl who thought she could make it on her own.

      And then lights had broken through the icy haze. Lights and then a kindly voice calling out.

      “Here, give me your hand. You’re gonna be alright. Look at me. I’m Sharpe, what’s your name?”

      Calloused hands were pulling me up and out of the car, which I now knew was on its side. A warm blanket. A mug of coffee. A ride back into Feather Ridge to the twenty-four-hour urgent care.

      If not for his kindness and his mountain preparedness, I might have perished in the wind and sleet. I owed John Sharpe my life.

      There had to be something in Sharpe’s house that could tell me more. Who was he with that day? I doubted he was the type to keep an appointment book but maybe there was some indication. A receipt. A jotted note on a napkin. Anything. 

      I pulled on my jeans, boots, and a cotton T-shirt—my dedicated crime-solving uniform, I decided—and drove my car up the road to Sharpe’s cabin. It was already starting to take on a gothic feel in its abandonment. The air was hotter today than it had been, thick and stifling. The smell of ash wafted in on a too-hot breeze, and that always spelled trouble in California. The news had mentioned the wildfire on the next ridge could threaten more of Plumas County. Perhaps I should be preparing to leave instead of investigating a potential crime.

      I slipped around the back of the house and slid the key from its hiding place. It felt cold and heavy in my hand as I slid it into the lock. Stuffy air blew out as I opened the back door. I took a breath and stepped in. The house was still, static. The weight of its emptiness was spectral. I felt a chill on my spine. My lungs felt tight. The house was telling me something. I had to listen. I closed my eyes. I forced myself to breathe. I tried to listen to the ghosts on the air. Feed on the energy. 

      I went to the kitchen first. The smell was starting to grow rancid as the old food rotted in the trash and sink. I was tempted to clean it up, but I didn’t want to contaminate anything in the event that anyone ever got around to considering this a crime scene. I scanned the surfaces for anything. No notes scrawled on napkins, no calendar. I sighed and strained to think. My eyes landed on the white plastic trash can in the corner. Even from a distance the smell was rancid but if there was something in there—ugh, I just had to toughen up. 

      I held my breath and delicately removed the cheap swinging lid from the plastic bin. A hive of fruit flies broke loose from the refuse and I instinctively choked and swatted. I held my breath and forced myself to focus on the pile of garbage. What exactly was I looking for anyway? 

      Using a plastic Bic pen from the counter, I gingerly moved some of the top layer of trash. This was probably a massive—and disgusting—waste of time. But then I spotted something. A white kitchen towel dotted with reddish-brown spots. My heart sped up. Using the pen, I lifted it from the bin and set it on the counter. I stood there frozen as I stared at the white dishrag. A smattering of brick red decorated it like tie-dye. It could only be blood. And a lot of it. Enough to indicate a decent gushing cut as opposed to just a simple nick. 

      This didn’t mean anything. People cut themselves in the kitchen. They cut themselves on knives slicing up chicken. Or opening boxes. It didn’t. Mean. Anything.

      But a niggling deep in my belly told me otherwise. The thing that bothered me, though, was how carelessly it had been tossed away. Surely if it was evidence of something nefarious the villain would have taken better care to conceal his crime?

      I knew it might be futile, but if this was evidence, then I needed to tell the right person. If I called Logan, he’d simply scold me like a child for being here. Jeff might do the same thing, but as a sworn deputy he at least had more of a duty to take me seriously and act. 

      I pulled out my phone and found Jeff’s number. 
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        * * *

      

      I felt Jeff’s nerves radiating off his body like heat waves. His brow sparkled with the sheen of perspiration and his hands were twitching at his side as we stood on Sharpe’s front porch. Was he just as nervous as to what we might find as I was? My own heart was drubbing violently against my chest. 

      The smoke was billowing over the horizon and the once crisp fall days had relented to a diabolic heat. I coughed against it. 

      “Damn fires are closing in,” Jeff said. “Just gotta pray they don’t jump the ridge.”

      “Do they ever?”

      “Never used to. But it’s been a bad couple years. Couple years ago they took out the entire town of Paradise, you might remember. Things are just getting hotter and dryer up here. I don’t know about a lotta people up here, but I personally believe what they say about climate warming and shit.”

      “Yeah, I hear it’s pretty serious,” I said dryly.

      “Alright, let’s get on with it. Show me the rag.”

      “Are you sure about this? Should we bring in more backup?”

      He turned and shot me a glance. “You think there’s anyone else to call, Daphne? No one else cares. I’m all you’ve got.”

      “Do you believe me?”

      He sighed deeply. “I believe that you think something happened. But I doubt there’s anything to this. We’re not gonna find a body. He just skipped town like everyone says.”

      “Do you believe that?” I asked.

      He stood still for a moment but didn’t answer. He waved me on. “Come on. Let’s get this over with. Show me that towel.”

      Gingerly, we opened the front door to the house and crept in.

      “Should we open a window?” I asked. It was growing stuffier in the heat.

      “With the fire smoke, don’t think that’s going to help much.” 

      “There,” I said, pointing to the bloody towel I’d left on the counter. “I didn’t touch it. Just used a pen to pull it out.”

      Jeff ambled over, circling around it, inspecting. It was all a little melodramatic for my taste. I folded my arms. 

      “Well?” I said. 

      “I’ll bag it. We’ll run the DNA.”

      “How long will that take?”

      He laughed. “Considering our vast police resources here, I’d say we should have the results next year.”

      I rolled my eyes. 

      He started to riffle through things, lifting papers, opening drawers. I didn’t have much of a comparison to other police work, but it felt like he was just going through the motions for show.

      “Was there anything else?” he asked.

      “I told you I found his medications the other day. He wouldn’t skip town without his medicine.” Truthfully I had no idea how many of those meds were even for him.

      Jeff shrugged. “Well, it’s not the smartest thing to do, I’ll give you that. But like I said, Sharpe wasn’t always one to make the best decisions. Maybe he said ‘fuck it, not gonna take ’em.’”

      When searching the house provided no concrete evidence of foul play, Jeff moved to the back door. “You search the yard, Sherlock?”

      The air was quickly growing thicker with gray smoke and the temperature was heating up. An eerie glow gleamed on the horizon. Jeff eyed the vista warily. Fear flickered in his eyes. 

      “We shouldn’t linger outside with this smoke. Bad for the lungs,” he said. 

      “We need to search,” I insisted. He sighed but reluctantly followed me as soon as I moved. 

      Our search garnered nothing to my disappointment but I suppose not entirely my surprise. 

      “Told you we weren’t going to find anything,” Jeff said. 

      I was ready to concede, then my eye caught sight of something. A small flicker of metal glinted through the smoky air. 

      I started to move toward it, but Jeff grabbed my arm. “What are you doing?”

      “I see something.”

      His grip tightened. “Daphne—be careful.” 

      I turned and gave him a skeptical look. “Of what?” 

      His eyes flickered with the betrayal of fear and nerves. He let go of my arm. I quickly moved toward the beacon. My nerves chilled when I saw it was a ring on the ground. No, not dirt but…coals? Like a recent fire. I crouched down. It was a veteran’s ring. Sharpe’s ring. He’d been wearing it the day before he went missing.

      My body froze and my hands shook as I fingered the tarnished trinket. 

      “Daphne, what’s that?” Jeff said behind me.

      “Sharpe’s ring,” I muttered.

      “No…that.”

      My eyes scanned the dirt and ash. I saw it. I leaned in closer. Something small and white. I picked it up. My stomach burned with acid when I saw what it was. 

      A human tooth.
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      I sat in my living room, nearly in the dark, trying not to think about all the worst-case scenarios. I clutched a cup of spice chai and tried to breathe through the anxiety. The roaring wind outside did nothing to calm my nerves. Every dark demon I could imagine flooded my mind. Sharpe was probably dead. He was gone and no one seemed to care. 

      They were sending the tooth and the rag we found to a lab in Sacramento, but Sheriff Ron told me it could be weeks for a DNA match with how backlogged the system in California was and with this being low priority. 

      “Weeks? But he could be missing! Dead!” I’d insisted. 

      Sheriff Ron looked at me deadpan. “Well, Daphne, if he’s dead, he won’t mind.”

      I wanted to punch him.

      I heard the telltale sign of a car coming up my drive. Lights flashed in through the window. I froze, clutching the tea mug as though it were my lifeline. The car pulled up to the front of the house. The engine went off. The door opened. Footsteps sounded on the fallen leaves. Up the steps of the front porch. I swallowed and stayed still. Had they come for me? Who even was they?

      But then there was a knock. Bad guy murderers didn’t knock first, did they? I gingerly made my way to the door. I peered through the peephole and was taken aback to see Jeff standing there, hands nervously in his pants pockets.

      I opened the door a crack, still wary. He looked up at me with a half-cocked smile masking exhaustion. 

      “Hiya there, Daphne.”

      “Jeff. Is there information on the tooth? The blood?”

      “Can I come in?”

      I hesitated. All my warning bells were firing but I couldn’t tell real fear from paranoia anymore. 

      I opened the door wider. “Sure thing. Please.”

      He stepped in. He stopped and looked unsure when he saw all the lights were off. 

      “Power out?”

      “Oh, no, I um, just had a bit of a headache and was trying to calm my mind.” I said as I rushed to flick on a few lights, realizing how crazy I must seem. “Cup of tea?”

      “No, that’s alright.” He stood awkwardly for a moment. “Can I sit?”

      “Sure.” I led him to the living room where he sat opposite me. 

      “Daphne, we need to talk.”

      “Okay.”

      “Look, I also believe something’s happened to Sharpe. I think someone likely hurt him. But not everyone here does. Actually, no one but us seems to believe it or at least wants to vocalize it.”

      “But even with the evidence?” I asked.

      “Sure, evidence. Evidence that could easily be tampered with. Destroyed. Just plain overlooked.” 

      “It was a tooth, Jeff. That plus a bloody towel in the trash. And his ring. He was wearing that ring the last time I saw him. The day before he went missing! How can we ignore that?”

      He paused and sighed. “You got a beer or something?”

      “Oh, um, I think maybe.”

      I went to the kitchen and rummaged. A patient had brought something over as a gift a few weeks back. I pulled the liter bottle from the back of the fridge and scanned the label. “How about hard pear cider?”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      I poured it into a glass and brought it out. He took a hearty swig. “Thanks. Look, a tooth is weird, yeah. But it was his own property. His DNA on his own property doesn’t prove anything. It’s like finding toenail clippings in his bathroom and crying foul play.”

      “You did not just make that comparison. People don’t just remove their teeth and carelessly toss them in the backyard to clean up later.”

      Jeff bobbed his head. “But you can’t prove he didn’t. It’s circumstantial. He coulda lost it lots a ways. He’s old. Teeth fall out. Maybe he got it knocked out in the kitchen, hence the bloody rag.”

      “The ring?”

      “Fell off?”

      I shook my head. “You’ve got to be kidding me. This is insane. Do you realize how insane you sound?”

      “Do you?”

      I blinked. “Excuse me?”

      “You. You sound a bit crazy yourself. You’re running around town crying murder when you have nothing to point you to anything. People might start to question your sanity, Daphne.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Is that a threat?”

      He chuckled and slapped his knee like a cartoon character. “Goddamn, girl. You watch too much Netflix. Believe it or not, I’m on your side. I’m trying to help you. But I don’t think it’s going out on a limb to say whoever’s responsible for hurting Sharpe is going to do everything in their power to keep it that way.”

      I stood then. “I think I’ve heard enough. Or more of the same, rather. I actually thought you were one of the few people on my side here.”

      “Will you relax? Sit back down. I want to see justice for Sharpe done. I really do. But a lotta people around here aren’t going to cooperate. And unless we can actually prove something, you need to back down before you get hurt.”

      “Then bring in people who aren’t from around here,” I said. 

      He smiled thinly as though I’d made an adorable suggestion. “It’s not that easy. Surely you know that. For one, no one on the outside is going to spend precious resources investigating an imaginary crime outside their jurisdiction. Secondly, these people, they’re dangerous.”

      “Who exactly are these people? Who’s responsible for this? Why would anyone want to hurt an old, sick man? I don’t understand what’s going on here, Jeff.”

      Jeff assessed me. “You’re smart right? Like real smart?”

      “What are you basing that on?”

      “I read up on you. PhD. All kinds of accolades. Really something in the book world. Could call yourself doctor if you were so inclined.”

      I shrugged. “Yes. I’m smart. What’s your point?”

      “Well, Dr. Daphne, you should be able to put two and two together here. You’ve been running around with Logan, right?”

      My cheeks flushed. What did he mean by running around?

      “He’s a friendly acquaintance, yes.”

      Jeff smirked. “Right. Well, I’m sure he’s told you a thing or two about the types of people Sharpe mighta been working with?”

      I thought of Curt and his neo-Nazis and tried not to shudder. “Maybe a little. But everyone in this town just speaks in some kind of riddle. No one will actually tell me anything useful. Not even Logan. All I get are cryptic warnings and brush-offs.”

      “And why do you think that is? Why do you think people don’t want to talk to you?”

      “Is that rhetorical?”

      “Only if you make it so.”

      “Because I’m an outsider, I guess. They don’t really know me and therefore they don’t trust me.”

      He tapped a finger to his nose. “Exactly. Sure, some people like you. You’re a nice girl and the old-timers are sweet on you. And you rightly have brought some value to this little place. But lots of people hate the idea of a girl like you taking up here and stirring things up. Especially when you seem to want to get involved in things that don’t involve you.”

      “But Sharpe was my friend. He’s helped me in ways that—ways that you couldn’t know. How does that not involve me? Aren’t you supposed to get justice for the people you care about? Aren’t you supposed to stand up for the people who have no advocates?”

      Jeff sighed and drained his cider. “I know how you feel, and I know you want to do the right thing. I was fond of Sharpe too. And I want to help you. Mostly I want to help you not get killed.” He rubbed a hand through his sweaty hair. “But I can’t investigate this further.”

      “What? Why on earth not? Isn’t that your one job? To investigate crimes?”

      He laughed. “One would think that. But it’s complicated here. My inquiry into this is over.”

      I blinked. “Why?”

      “Because I say so, Daphne.” 

      My head was spinning, and my pulse was pounding. “I don’t understand. I don’t understand any of this. He’s probably dead and yet you say you can’t do anything about it!”

      “Just trust me on this, Daphne.”

      “Trust you? Why would I ever trust you when you won’t do me the same courtesy? All anyone here does is lie to me and push me aside.”

      He slipped me a piece of paper. 

      “What’s that?”

      “If you’d just calm the hell down for a moment, you’d hear me explain. If I’m caught trying to help you, it could be the last thing I ever do. These people don’t fuck around. This isn’t some Law & Order episode. This is real fucking danger. Do you get that? I don’t know what kind of la-la-land you’ve been living in until now, but things have real consequences up here. And people have long memories. And I, for one, am not ready to die just yet.”

      I picked up the paper. It was a name and number. 

      “He’s with the Sac PD. Call him and tell him what’s going on up here. Someone on the outside needs to know. Tell him I sent you.”

      I held the paper in my hand like it was dynamite. 

      “But Daphne, be careful, okay? Please don’t get me killed? I got a wife who’d be real broken up.” He offered me a weak smile.

      I folded the paper.

      He stood. “I gotta go. Another water dispute up Kite Road to manage. Hopefully no more teeth.” He smiled thinly and sardonic and made for the door. 

      “Wait!” I said. 

      Jeff sighed heavily and turned.

      “What do you know about a kid named Paco who lives up at that Nazi cabin?”

      He sighed heavily. “Nothing, Daphne. I know nothing about Paco, and neither do you.”

      “What if he’s in trouble?”

      He shook his head. “You really have a death wish, don’t you? See you around, kid.”
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      Secrets. We all have them. But how dark were some of those secrets? What were people truly capable of when no one was looking? How far would any of us go if no one would ever know?

      I was reeling, panicking. I was terrified of what I might have uncovered and yet even more terrified still of what I had yet to uncover. What darker and more deadly secrets lay in wait for me? I was sick to my stomach to boot. The stress was taking a physical toll on me and I wasn’t sure how much more of this I could take.

      But competing with all my fear was immense sadness. Every conversation, every joyous moment with Sharpe came to my mind. I saw his jubilant smile and heard his rumbling laugh. He was someone not beaten down by life, though he had reasons to be. He was someone who had set out to live life wholeheartedly, on his own terms, like I had. He wasn’t someone who should have met a violent end. It wasn’t fair, it wasn’t just. That was the world, wasn’t it? Good people died. Bad people won. Was the thing I’d been trying to fight against—the injustice of the world—all in vain in the end? In the end, did it matter because evil always won?

      The number Jeff had given me burned a hole in my pocket. But before I called it and started something I couldn’t take back, there was someone I needed to talk to.

      I knew I was taking a risk. I knew I was “poking my head where it didn’t belong,” but I couldn’t sit back when I was so close. I knew that kid knew something more. I had seen it in his eyes. I remembered sitting across from interview subjects during graduate school. I’d watched their eyes for small tics and flickers. I’d note the way they picked their cuticles and shifted their weight. Some people were just nervous test subjects in general, but some were clearly lying about their own experiences. You can get good at reading people if you watch closely enough. People nearly always reveal their true thoughts if you know what to look for. A finely attuned person can use it like a superpower. And when I had stared into that boy’s eyes, I saw it there. There was a whole lot more to that story. 

      Before I brought in outside help, I was going to find out what was really going on in this town.

      It was a school day and while I wasn’t entirely sure he actually went to school, it was a good place to start. I parked my car down the block from the Sierra Ridge Elementary School—a collection of three tired single-story buildings and a small playground—and waited out front with the other parents. I’m sure they knew I didn’t belong. In a town this small everyone would know if there was a new young mother hanging around. Maybe I was an aunt. A nanny. Maybe they all recognized me and were going to call the school principal on me. Whatever. I just kept my head down and kept my eyes on the ground. If they wanted to stare and talk, let them. I couldn’t let that hold me back right now.

      I paced nervously outside the school for what felt like hours. Finally, I heard a bell and saw the young people file out in deliberate chaos. It looked like children of all ages were housed in the same building. I scanned the young faces intently, trying to remember the likeness of the boy. They all started to blend together. But then finally a face stuck out at me from the sea of kids. He walked alone, his head down, staring intently at his phone. His clothes were clean but worn and looked a few sizes too large. I couldn’t tell if this was by design or necessity. Sometimes necessity turns into design out of survival. I took a breath and took a step forward. I wasn’t sure I knew what I was doing, but I had to try. 

      “Paco?” My voice was meek. He didn’t look up. I repeated his name. He paused and glanced up and around. His dark eyes landed on me and for a moment they studied me curiously. When the recognition dawned in his eyes, he dropped his head again and kept walking. 

      “Paco! Wait. Please wait.”

      He scurried along the sidewalk until his legs bordered on running. I bolted to catch up. He wasn’t a particularly agile kid.

      “Paco, please.”

      He stopped and spun around furiously. 

      “What do you want, lady?”

      For a moment I was frozen. What did I want? Suddenly I couldn’t remember. This boy—just a boy—had the eyes of someone twice his age. Staring into those dark pits gave me the chills. 

      “Can I talk to you for a minute?”

      He looked behind me then to the side. “What about?”

      “Do you remember me?”

      “Yeah, you’re that lady came around with Logan the other day.” I nodded. “What you want?”

      “Can we go somewhere? Can I buy you an ice cream?” I wanted to slap myself. An ice cream? What was this, Pleasantville 1955? But his eyes did recognize the offer. 

      “Maybe like a coffee or something?” Paco said. 

      Coffee? God, he was too young for—I stopped myself midthought and smiled. “Yeah, a coffee would be great. I have my car. I’ll give you a ride to the shop in town.”

      His eyes darted up and down the street. 

      “Or maybe a walk?” I said, sensing his hesitation. 

      He nodded. “Yeah, cool. I like to walk.”

      We strode in silence down the street for a few minutes. I didn’t want to rush into things and scare him off. I wanted him to warm up to me naturally and sense the safety in my presence. After a few blocks we reached the main square of the town and headed for Sarah’s shop. We stepped in and the chill instantly melted from my skin. The sweet scent of baked goods and roasted coffee filled my senses. Thankfully Sarah was absent today, a spritely teen working behind the counter in her place. I exhaled in relief. I needed some sense of privacy for just a few minutes.

      “Let’s sit, okay? What do you want? I’ll order.”

      He again seemed hesitant. 

      “Whatever you want, Paco. Get something to eat, too. It’s my treat.”

      The hint of a smile took over his skeptical face, but then he smiled lightly. “Yeah, like one a  those chocolate coffees?”

      “A mocha?”

      “Yeah. And like a glazed donut?”

      I smiled and nodded, though I couldn’t help but want to protest his massive sugar intake. I placed our orders and then returned to the table. 

      He stared me down hard as we waited. 

      “So what do you want?”

      “Have you always lived here?” I started in as though he were one of the subjects in one of my research assignments.

      “Yeah, basically.”

      “Is Paco your real name?”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Yeah. Well, like, I mean, my real real name is Francisco. But no one calls me that, but like my moms, shit.”

      Francisco. Where had I heard that name recently?

      “And your parents? Are they here in town?”

      His eyes went down, and he shook his head. “Nah. My mom is um, she back on the res.”

      “The Maidu reservation?” I clarified. 

      “Yeah, you know, where they keep the Indians,” he said with sarcasm.

      “So you’re Native American?”

      He snickered at my words. 

      “Why is that funny?”

      “Native American.” He repeated with a small mimic. “White people feel so bad. They always trying to be so PC.”

      “Should we not?”

      “Does it change anything?”

      I tilted my head. A healthy dose of skepticism. That was good for that age, I guess. 

      “What do you prefer to be called? Your family, your tribe?”

      He sighed. “I guess Native American is good. I mean, we’re not fucking Indians. Different continent, fools.”

      I smiled. “Yeah, I know. Sorry that name stuck.”

      “Why you sorry? You do it?”

      At this I laughed. He should take a trip to UC Berkeley to see the overly apologetic, enlightened hipsters who wanted to overly PC everything.

      His eyes went more genuine. “But you know it’d be cool if people knew our tribe, too. We’re not all the same, you know?”

      “Maidu. I’ll remember that. You’ll have to tell me more about it sometime. You’re a smart kid, Paco. How old are you?

      “Ten.”

      “You know a lot for your age.”

      He shrugged but didn’t meet my eyes. 

      The server dropped off our order and Paco immediately dug into the donut, smearing the sticky glaze across his chin. I subtly slid him a napkin. 

      “So what you want anyway? You doing a book report on Indians or what?”

      I sipped my green tea. “No. I actually wanted to ask you some questions about…Curt.”

      Paco stopped chewing. His eyes stayed fixated on the sticky dessert in his hands. He slowly set it down and gulped his mocha. He wiped whipped cream from his mouth with the back of his hand. “What about him?”

      I leaned in, keeping my tone steady and low. “I need to know who he is.”

      “Just a dude.”

      “He’s not your dad?”

      “Nah. At least I don’t think so. He used to hang around my mom sometimes. But not like he’s the only one.”

      “Does Curt take care of you? If your mom is on the res?”

      “Sometimes. But I don’t live there. Live with my grandma on the other side of town. But you know, she’s real old and shit. Don’t have no money either. So you know, Curt, he gives me some jobs to do.”

      “That’s nice of him.”

      “Yeah, I guess. Whatever. So what’s it to do with you? Why do you care?”

      “Is that why you were at his house the other day?”

      He shrugged.

      “What kind of work do you do for him?” I pushed.

      His eyes shot up and glared at me. “None of your business, lady.”

      I leaned back and nodded slowly, thoughtfully sipping my tea. I couldn’t push him too hard.

      “You’re right. It’s none of my business. But I was hoping you’d tell me anyway.”

      Paco sighed and picked at his donut. God, he was so old for his age. A kid who’d been thrust into the world of adulthood prematurely. Forced to reconcile more in his ten years than I’d ever had to in my twenty-seven. 

      “Why should I?”

      “Because I want to help you.”

      He snickered skeptically but continued. “I just do some errands for him sometimes,” he finally said in between bites of his donut. “He pays me cash. It’s cool.”

      I chose my words carefully. “Do you know John Sharpe?”

      His face went a shade paler, then he lowered his eyes. “No.”

      “Are you sure?”

      He suddenly got twitchy. “Okay, yeah, maybe.”

      “Paco—”

      “Yeah, I know Sharpe. Everyone knows that old man. Shit, lady, everyone knows everyone here. It’s a small town. No secrets or nothing.”

      “Did Sharpe…did he also do work for Curt?”

      Paco shifted. “I think maybe sometimes. I saw him at the house sometimes.”

      Dammit. I hadn’t wanted it to be true. I didn’t need Paco to tell me what kind of work Curt was into and what he or Sharpe might be doing for him.

      “Do you think Curt could have hurt Sharpe?”

      Paco’s eyes flashed up to meet mine. “I should go.”

      “Wait,” my hand flung out to his. “Please, Paco. Don’t go.”

      “I have to. Gotta get home to help Gran. Thanks for the coffee.”

      “Paco. Please just talk to me for a few more minutes.”

      He ripped his hand from my grasp and snapped, “Why? Why are you asking all these dumb questions, lady? Don’t you know it’s dangerous? You’re gonna get my ass in trouble.”

      My blood went a little colder. I saw the unfiltered fear flash in his dark eyes.

      “I gotta go. Leave me alone, okay?”

      He turned and all but ran from the coffee shop. I jumped from the booth and chased after him. 

      “Paco, wait! What has he done to you?”

      He groaned and turned around with a hard glare.

      “I’m fine, lady.”

      But I saw the tremble in his round hands. 

      I rested my hand on his shoulder. “It’s okay. You can tell me. I want to help.”

      “You can’t do anything.”

      “How do you know? You shouldn’t assume things,” I said. I tried to smile.

      His face, however, was stone-cold sober. There was no laughter in this child. No light. 

      I leaned in. Given his height and my vertical shortcomings, I didn’t really have to crouch to get closer. “Paco, are you in danger?”

      He looked indifferent to the fear. “Aren’t we all?”

      He started to push past me. I grabbed his arm. “Paco, please.”

      “Bitch, don’t you know what you’re doing?”

      The words were from someone twice his age, but I saw the frightened boy hiding in his eyes. 

      “Do you have a cell phone?” I asked. 

      “Yeah.”

      “Here.” I pulled out one of my business cards and jotted down my cell number on the back. “If you get in trouble, or need anything, send me a text.”

      He looked annoyed but he took the card anyway. He slipped it into his pocket and without a word he turned and walked away.
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      My hands shook as I pressed the buttons on my phone. This was risky—Jeff had warned me as much. But I was running out of options. And if it wasn’t for Sharpe, I would never have survived long enough to be in this predicament.

      This place was closing in on me. No one here was going to help me. No one was going to see justice done for Sharpe but me. With every moment that ticked by, with every step closer to the truth, I felt I was in more danger. And Paco was most definitely in danger. He knew something. I was guessing it was the kind of thing that could get even a child killed. But I was getting close, I could feel it. I was too close to stop now.

      “Detective Jimenez,” the clipped voice blurted out after a few rings. His voice snapped me back to reality. 

      “Oh. Yes, hi Detective. My name is Daphne Barlow.”

      “What can I do for you, Ms. Barlow?”

      I took a breath. “I need to report a crime.”

      I heard the creaking of a chair, the shuffling of papers. “Okay. I’m listening. What’s going on?”

      I breathed in and remembered my practiced script. “I’m up here in Sierra Ridge.”

      There was a pause. “Sierra Ridge? Up in Plumas?” 

      “That’s right.”

      He laughed low. “That’s hardly my jurisdiction.”

      “I know. That’s actually kind of the point. Something’s happened up here. A man has gone missing. And I think something bad has happened to him. I think he could be dead even.”

      “So why aren’t you reporting this to local police?”

      “I have. Well, there’s not much of a local police to speak of really, but I have brought it to the sheriff in charge. And he won’t do anything. Says there’s nothing to investigate. Deputy Jeff Bauer actually gave me your number.”

      I waited as a few silent moments ticked by. I heard a tap tap like a pen on wood.

      “Bauer, huh?”

      “You know him?”

      “Yeah. I know him. And he referred you out?”

      “That’s right.”

      “What makes you think this person is missing or dead?”

      I gave him the highlights of what had transpired. About the tooth, the rag. “And I think there’s a pretty serious drug operation happening. I think he was involved and that it might have gotten him killed.”

      “Huh.”

      I waited but he said nothing more.

      “You there?” I asked. 

      “I’m here.”

      “So, what do you think? Can you help me?”

      “Look, Ms. Barlow. I’d love to help you out but things like this are tricky when it comes to other jurisdictions. I can’t just barge into another town—hell, you’re not even in the same county—and start investigating a potential crime. You must understand that.”

      I sighed. Of course. “I understand. But I really need someone’s help. Someone who isn’t from this place. An outsider. Jeff obviously gave me your number for a reason.”

      A few more beats. Tap tap tap. 

      “Yeah, I’ve known Bauer for a bit. If he’s telling you to go outside, then I’m sure there’s a reason. You say you think this is a drug operation gone bad?”

      “Could be.”

      “And you have some evidence of this?”

      “Eyewitness account. And of course, the weird physical evidence.”

      “Yeah, it does all sound fishy. And given what I know about the area, not the tallest tale I’ve ever heard.” Another pregnant pause. “I’ll tell you what I think you should do. If there’s a trafficking situation happening as well as a potential murder, you could be looking at a federal case. I’d contact the DEA on this. They’d have the authority to override local jurisdiction.” 

      “The DEA. Okay,” I had no idea how one just contacts the DEA. Do they have a hotline?

      Reading my thoughts, he said, “Here, grab a pen. Let me give you a contact name to call directly. He’s a good guy. Tell him Jimenez sent you.”

      I exhaled a sigh of gratitude. “Thank you. Thank you so much.”

      “Sure thing. Hey, you be careful up there. Sounds like you’re mixed up in something nasty.”

      “I will. Thanks again.” I hung up.
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      “And I think there’s a pretty serious drug operation happening. I think he was involved and that it might have gotten him killed…”

      “She knows too much. I told you. I fucking TOLD you this would happen.”

      A slap came hard. 

      “You make it sound like it was my fault. You let it happen just as much as I did. And it was my idea to bug the bitch’s house. Don’t forget that.”

      Seething breath. Tension. The tick of a clock. Everyone in the room is on edge. Pacing. 

      “Why don’t you just kill the stupid girl and be done with it?”

      Eyes snap around and glare hard. 

      “Because you can’t just kill everyone who poses a threat. So far she doesn’t know anyone by name. Killing her could only raise more questions.” A deep sigh. “One more chance. Scare her into leaving. Keeping her pretty mouth shut.”

      A finger rose. “But just one more chance. After this, we do what has to be done. Make sure she knows that.”
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      There were many times in my life I’d tried to be more like my mom. In my younger years, as the company rose to fame and the expectations piled up on my narrow shoulders, I really had tried. But I’d always disappointed her with my lack of delivery. I was Daphne of Daphne's Naturals after all. I had a legacy to protect. Why didn’t I understand that?

      I would never forget my first interview, my nerves, my failure. I sat in a high-backed chair in jeans and an embroidered linen blouse my mom had selected from a Hayes Valley boutique specializing in Peruvian imports. The interviewer for The Morning Show looked me over with inspection. I wanted to squirm under his gaze, but I sat still, smile plastic and unmoving. Just as instructed. 

      “So. Daphne. The one and only,” he began, sounding a lot like that TV host from The Hunger Games. “What’s it like to have a whole company named after you?”

      I blinked. My mind suddenly went blank. Dammit. What was I supposed to say? All I could see were the flashing lights. The blurred cameramen. I felt my mom’s pulse go up sitting beside me with every passing moment I didn’t answer. 

      Finally, just when I thought I might pass out, like a dam breaking, the words came crashing back to me.

      I smiled widely. “Oh, Dan, it’s such an honor that my parents would think of me. I wasn’t even born, and they already knew they wanted to build a legacy for me. And not just any legacy. One I can truly be proud of. One that will change the world with its mission.”

      I’m pretty sure I just heard my mom sigh in relief. She slipped her hand on mine gently. 

      “We’re just so proud that our Daphne exemplifies the life we set out to lead. Commitment to sustainability, community, and global awareness.”

      My palms grew sweaty under her touch. 

      “And did you always know you’d name it for your daughter?”

      Mom’s eyes glassed over with forced emotion. “As soon as she was born, we knew. We’d had the idea for our company for a while—back then we were just a couple of young hippies with a bold idea. The moment we saw our sweet Daphne come into the world—we just knew. Two years after she was born, we officially sold our first products to the local grocer. And Daphne’s Naturals was born.”

      “Do you feel any pressure, Daphne?” Dan went on. “An entire company in your name. And your parents have really built something here. Is that a lot to live up to?”

      No shit! I wanted to shout out. It was nothing but pressure. But that wasn’t in the script. I smiled again, feigning a blush. 

      “I would be lying if I didn’t admit that sometimes I feel humbled to be given such a legacy,” God, I sounded like a Jane Austen heroine, not a California teenager. Who wrote this stupid script? “But I will endeavor to make my parents proud. To fulfill the ideals they’ve fought for.”

      “Impressive young lady you have here,” Dan said. My parents literally beamed beside me. “Daphne's Naturals, folks. Nothing but the purest ingredients sourced from local farmers across the globe.”

      That stupid tagline doesn’t even make sense, I thought. When I take over, I’m setting it on fire. 

      “Tell our audience about where they can find your products?”

      My mom leaned forward, her naturally made-up face like a painting. “Daphne's Naturals are sold at nearly all major grocery retailers nationwide. And look for our new premium selections at your specialty neighborhood markets. You can also order bulk products online at daphnesnaturals.com.”

      Shoot. Me. Just put an organic carrot right through my eye. 
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        * * *

      

      “Daphne, you really need to work on your delivery,” Mom said in the town car on the drive back to Berkeley. 

      “Why? What did I do wrong?”

      She sighed. So dramatic. “It’s not that you did anything wrong. It just was less right.”

      Less right.

      “But that’s okay, honey. You have opportunities for improvement. We all do, Daphne. We’re all fallible.”

      Are we though? Are you Mom? 

      I came back to the present. My parents might be hypocrites, but I could still learn from them.

      I knew the smart thing to do would be to slip out in the night and run as far away as I could possibly get. Do as Logan said and “fucking listen for once.” But I couldn’t. If they’d murdered Sharpe and I knew it, they would follow me wherever I went. I would never be truly safe if I didn’t see justice done now. Because if they knew that I knew, they would never let me live in peace. The only way to kill the hydra was to cut off all its heads. And that’s what I was going to do. 

      But I knew enough to know that I couldn’t do it entirely alone. Who was I to take on cartels and Nazis? I wasn’t going to storm the castle and fight. But maybe I could get a confession. 

      Before I could slip off for help, there were a few loose ends I needed to tie up. 

      I couldn’t get Paco out of my mind. I knew it was none of my business. He was nothing to me, a stranger. But he was just a kid. Innocent but thrust into a dark world. 

      If I just up and left, would I be resigning Paco to the same fate as Sharpe? If I looked down the barrel of the future, what kind of fate really lay ahead for Paco? Either he wound up like one of them or they’d kill him anyway for the things he knew. At least this way he might have a chance at a better future. He might have a chance to survive. 

      The thing about kids is there’s a sense of right and wrong still forming. Even at Paco’s age, on the verge of his teenage years, he was still sorting through the black and white of the world. He was still trying to understand morality and where he fit in. And even though he was a tough kid with a bad attitude, deep down a kid that age still craved approval. They still wanted to do the right thing. It would take a lot more years of corruption before he was so broken that he would end up like Curt. Maybe there was still a chance. But one thing I knew for certain was that Paco knew so much more than he was letting on.

      Because another thing about kids is people forget they’re in the room. People will say and do all manner of things in front of them, assuming they won’t pay attention. Assuming they won’t repeat what they’ve seen and heard. Sometimes, people like Curt use fear tactics to keep children silent. It’s common with pedophiles. They threaten the child’s family, friends. Because a child’s brain can’t fully comprehend it, they believe the predator is capable of all manner of things. But, they can also be led back to the truth by the right person. I had a friend in graduate school who went on to become a child psychologist. Nearly all kids would turn on their attackers in time with the right motivations.

      I certainly wasn’t a child psychologist. I didn’t have that much experience with kids in general really. I was an only child, and I didn’t have a large extended family. Most of my friends were too young to have kids. But I did have experience with people who didn’t want to talk. And Paco was more an adult than many people I knew my own age. He might still have childlike vulnerabilities, but he had maturity. If I could level with him like an adult, keeping in mind his sensitivities, maybe I could reach him. I had to make him feel safe. Let him know I could help him. I just hoped I was actually capable of that. Because if I couldn’t unequivocally help him, I might make things a whole lot worse.

      I caught Paco walking home again and lured him with the bribe of soda into the market. He sat across from me, clutching a glass Coke bottle, frightened eyes flicking about.

      I reached across the table and gently rested a hand on his shoulder. “You can tell me. I will protect you. Logan will protect you.”

      His tough guy demeanor faded, and he sighed. Peel away the layers and he was just a scared little kid. 

      “Sharpe was transporting the drugs for Curt.” He finally confessed as he picked at the plastic label on the glass bottle.

      “Like to other places?”

      “Yeah, he would take bags on his motorcycle trips. He’d go to the old-people homes and sell the drugs to the sick people.”

      I nodded and tried to form my questions. “Do you know what happened to him? Did Sharpe make Curt mad?”

      Paco breathed in, held his breath for a moment then let it out in a long, slow exhale. “You promise you’re not gonna tell Curt I told you?”

      “I promise.”

      “One night I was over at Curt’s working. I heard them yelling. Sharpe found out Curt was giving the pills to kids. A girl died on the res. She was like fourteen or something.”

      My heart nearly stopped, and my blood went cold. Just a child.

      “What did he give her?”

      “I dunno exactly. But I heard Sharpe say they were deadly. Like more powerful than the regular drugs. Something about fennel.”

      Fennel…

      “Fentanyl,” I said. The word tasted like ash on my tongue. 

      “Yeah, I think that’s right. So like Sharpe said that wasn’t right that he was giving that shit to kids. Said it’s poison. Made some threats. Shit, don’t know why he made threats. Curt says he’d kill Sharpe if he even thought about turning him in.”

      I swallowed. “And did Curt hurt Sharpe then?”

      He glanced down at his hands. He stuck his thumbnail in his mouth, chewed for a minute, then shrugged. “I don’t know. Then he was gone and nobody knows where he is.”

      I tried to lighten my expression to settle Paco. There were still words caught in his throat. I could see the pain in his eyes. “You did the right thing in telling me, Paco. You can tell me what you know. Sharpe didn’t just disappear, did he?”

      Paco’s eyes went dark, then they averted, glistening with a small sheen of tears. For all his toughness, he was just a child. Someone’s child. Someone who had abandoned him. 

      “I can’t.”

      I took his hand. “I know how hard this is. But you can tell me. It’s so, so important that you tell me.”

      Paco wiped snot from his nose, and then with the same hand wiped the tears from his eyes. His round cheeks wobbled as he tried to form words.

      “If I tell you he is going to kill me. Probably worse than he killed Sharpe.”

      Killed.

      My heart was pounding now.

      “Curt?” I said.

      Paco said nothing for a long moment. The seconds ticked by. Finally, he nodded. “Yeah, Curt. He’s real bad. Like real bad, lady. You got no idea.”

      Paco was right there. I didn’t have any idea. I could imagine. I’d seen television and movies. I’d read crime books. I could imagine the kind of evil that could lurk in a man’s soul. But no, I had never seen it in the flesh. And I saw the truth in Paco’s eyes. He had seen it. That boy had witnessed whatever had happened to Sharpe. My entire body erupted into shivers. I desperately needed to know. I needed every detail of what happened. But I also was sick at the thought of knowing.

      I closed my eyes and breathed. If Paco could be there to witness it, then I could bear to hear about it.

      “It’s okay, Paco. I’m not going to tell Curt. He’s never going to know that you told anyone.”

      “I don’t want to die,” Paco said. His tone was matter of fact. Chilling.

      My heart hurt. A kid this age should never have that be a worry. No one this age should fear for their life.

      “You’re not going to die. I promise you. I’m going to get you to safety.” I hoped I wasn’t lying.

      He smiled ruefully. I could see the disbelief in his eyes. But he sighed deep and long. He picked up his bottle of Coke and drained it.

      “Yeah. For Sharpe?”

      “Yeah, for Sharpe. We have to do the right thing in life, Paco. Even when it’s really scary. Even when it’s really hard or painful. You want to do the right thing, right?

      “Yeah, I guess so. I don’t wanna be like Curt, you know? He sucks.”

      “I do know. I wouldn’t want to be like him either. He really does suck. And you don’t have to be. You never have to be like Curt. You can have a chance to be one of the good guys. One of the heroes.”

      His boyish face lit up at that. What ten-year-old boy didn’t want to be a hero deep down?

      He took a big breath and then he began.
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      “When Sharpe came at Curt about what happened up at the res, Curt lost his mind. Like full on blew his shit. Sharpe insisted Curt had to stop selling to kids. He told him to stay off the res.”

      “Did Sharpe have a special connection to the reservation? Is that why he cared so much?” I asked.

      “I don’t know. But he had a lot of respect. Always liked that about him. He treated us like we were people. Not just trash. Most people around here, especially the guys like Curt, they think we’re just trash.”

      “People who don’t have a lot in life often try to make others feel even less. It has nothing to do with you.”

      “Whatever. So, yeah, so Sharpe comes and he confronts Curt. And they get into a big old thing. Throwing shit. Bottles breaking. Sharpe says he’s gonna tell the cops.”

      My heart sped up. I nodded for him to go on. “Tell the cops what exactly? That he was selling to kids?”

      Paco rubbed his sweaty hair. “Yeah. All of it, I guess. And you know, you threaten people to go to the cops? Damn,” he shook his head. “That’s basically a death wish. Sharpe had to know that. But he kept on about it. I thought, you know, maybe it wasn’t the first time. That maybe Curt’s been dealing to the kids for a while. Maybe even doing some more stuff. I don’t know, Sharpe said some stuff about some young girls. You know, things that you’re not supposed to do with young girls.”

      Paco’s face went beet red. I got the impression that while he didn’t fully understand the goings-on between men and women, he knew enough to know when something wasn’t right. My stomach rolled at the possibilities. Dealing to kids, prostitution, molestation? I couldn’t discount any of it.

      

      “What happened after Sharpe confronted Curt?” I tried to keep my voice calm, neutral, the way I would have in a research session. Don’t get too excited. Don’t show emotion at what your subject is talking about. Let their emotions come out naturally.

      “Sharpe left all angry like. Slamming doors. Curt was in a real state after that. He did a bunch of lines. And then he drank a bunch. And then he tore some shit apart in the house. I just stayed in the back room. I know better than to get in his way when he’s like that.” Paco took a breath and fiddled with his empty Coke bottle. He wiped sweat from his forehead.

      “So then, like later that night, Curt comes and gets me. Says we gotta do business. He loads me up in the truck and we drive to Sharpe’s place. We get inside and he’s got Sharpe tied up in the chair. And Sharpe’s all bloody like. There’s a towel in his mouth. And Curt is yelling, ‘where is it! You fucker where is it!’”

      “What was he looking for?” 

      “Not sure. Something about a recording. I think Sharpe had him on his phone admitting to some stuff. He was gonna turn him in with it I guess.” Paco paused and took a breath.

      “So then he’s like, ‘Who did you tell?’ Sharpe won’t answer. So then he grabs me and pulls me close. He says I have to watch what happens to people who cross him.”

      I closed my eyes as Paco relived the tale. I forced myself to visualize the gruesome details of Sharpe’s final hours, knowing that Paco had to bear witness. That he would forever be scarred by this. He shouldn’t have to bear that alone.

      “All right, Paco. Keep going. I know this has to be hard to tell.”

      Paco shrugged as though none of it bothered him, but I could see it in his eyes. I could see the way he put a wall up to mask the pain, to protect himself from the feelings that must be raging inside of him. He was too young to be able to process what had happened. I was afraid this experience had forever broken him, changed the wiring in that young, malleable brain.

      Paco swallowed hard. “Then he started in on Sharpe. He wanted to know who Sharpe had told about what had happened. To the girl. To some other stuff. Sharpe wouldn’t talk. So then Curt, you know, he started to hurt him. He took a knife to his fingers. Cut a couple off. Sharpe was screaming. Shit. And then he started to pull out—” Paco stopped and his face went a shade of green, turning his bronze complexion ash. “Then he pulled out his teeth. You know, with like pliers. Sharpe screamed so loud. It was awful. There was so much blood.”

      I nodded. I didn’t need to hear anymore. Didn’t think I could handle hearing anymore. “It’s okay, Paco. You don’t have to tell me anymore.”

      “No, I want to. Is it okay if I tell you?” He said, his eyes meeting mine. And I realized then that this was probably cathartic for him. To relive it, to share the experience with someone else. He no longer had to suffer in silence.

      “Of course. You can tell me everything if you want to.”

      He went on. He relayed to me in explicit detail the final moments of Sharpe’s life. Fingers. Teeth. Then fire. A life turned to ash in front of Paco’s eyes. He relived the suffering, the pain. But also the courage and strength. Sharpe died on principle because he wanted to protect the innocent. 

      My heart broke for my lost friend. My friend that was murdered because he stood up to evil. I knew he wasn’t perfect, and I knew he’d gotten himself into a bad situation. But he didn’t deserve this. He didn’t deserve to die at the hands of a psycho. 

      Paco’s revelations left us both shaking. I didn’t know exactly what to do with this information. I didn’t know my next move. I had to tell somebody, but I had to take my promise to Paco to keep him safe seriously. This was deadly knowledge for both of us. And I didn’t know who to trust with it. Could I tell Logan? He seemed to be the only person I could trust, and he also seemed to have some sort of immunity when it came to these people. I had to trust him. I needed him to get us out of here. Out of this town into safety. Without anyone knowing. Then we could get to authorities in Sacramento. Paco’s eyewitness account was as good as evidence. Wasn’t it? What reason would a ten-year-old boy have to make up such an outrageous tale? All they had to do was follow the trail of his words and they would find the evidence they needed. And then the entire thing would come crumbling down like a house of cards.

      “Is there anywhere you can go? I can’t fathom you going back home.”

      “Nah. I don’t got nowhere else.”

      I sighed. I had an idea, but I wasn’t so sure how it was going to go. But Paco knew him and maybe he’d trust him. I pulled out my phone and sent Logan a text. 
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      “Absolutely not, Daphne!” Logan was practically seething as he paced outside the market.

      “Logan, he needs you. I need you. Just let him stay with you for a few days. Just until I can figure out how to get him safe.”

      He shook his head. “No. I said NO!”

      “Lower your voice. What’s he supposed to do? He can’t exactly go home. He doesn’t even have a home for God’s sake! And we both know my house isn’t safe. Especially since I need to leave.”

      A thick vein in Logan’s forehead was pulsing. “And that’s my problem why?”

      “Are you really that heartless?”

      “Yeah, Daphne. I am. Okay? This is who I am. I’m not a fucking hero. And I’m not getting involved in this. And neither should you. Been enough blood around here lately.”

      I couldn’t believe this. “I guess everyone was right about you.”

      He laughed. “OK, sure. Play that fucking card. Yes, everyone was right. Oh no, you caught me.” He pulled out a Marlboro and lit it. He inhaled and exhaled in three rapid breaths. I stood, staring him down hard. 

      “You have no idea what you’re doing, Daphne. No fucking idea.”

      “You know what, Logan? I actually think I do this time. I know how dangerous Curt is. But I know that doing nothing is going to put Paco in serious danger.”

      “Curt’s not gonna hurt a kid.”

      I shook my head. “I think both you and I know that’s not true.”

      He took a long drag. “I’m sorry, Daphne. But I warned you. I told you not to get involved. You made this mess. You’re gonna have to clean it up.”

      The rage festered inside me. “Fine. I’ll help him myself.” There had to be someone else I could call. 

      I couldn’t bother Willa with this—besides, she wasn’t exactly maternal. But Sarah was. Sarah was a mother. Her daughter was about Paco’s age even. I fired off a text. 

      I need your help. Can I come over?
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      “Oh…Daphne. What have you done now?” Sarah’s eyes were as wide as little pale moons as she stared at Paco sitting in the passenger seat of my car. 

      “Sarah, I need your help. Please.”

      In slow motion she turned to me. “Daphne—no. There’s nothing I can do. I can’t get involved. I’m already in too deep by even talking to you right now.”

      I grabbed her hand. “Sarah, look at him. Look! He’s a kid. Melody’s age. He has no one. No parents, no family. Only people who want to exploit him. Please, just take care of him for a few days until I can get him help.”

      Sarah opened her mouth to protest more, then her eyes glossed over with a thin sheen. Her jaw ticced. Finally, she exhaled deeply and nodded. 

      “A few days. I’ll keep him here. I would hope someone would do the same for Melody if it ever came down to it. But only a few, you understand me. Every second he’s here it puts us in danger.”

      I threw my arms around Sarah. “Thank you. Thank you, thank you. I am going to get him help, get to the bottom of whatever is going on here. It’s going to be fine. We’re all going to be safe.”

      She offered me a skeptical smile. “Safe. Right. I’ll try not to hold my breath.”

      I fetched Paco from the car and led him up to the house. 

      Sarah leaned down slightly to meet his eyes. “Hey, Paco. Do you remember me? I’m Melody’s mom.”

      Paco’s dark eyes were hesitant, searching. He shrugged in his “whatever” way. “Nah. I don’t remember you.”

      “That’s okay. My daughter is a grade younger than you. You’re going to stay here with me a couple of days, alright? I’m going to keep you safe while Daphne gets some help in Sacramento.”

      “Safe from Curt?” Paco said. 

      “Yes.”

      Paco shook his head. “You bitches all got a death wish.”

      I knew it wasn’t exactly funny, but his words made me laugh out loud all the same. Yeah, we bitches did. 

      After he was settled inside, I made to leave, not exactly sure what my next move was. 

      “Daphne,” 

      “Yeah?”

      “Stay alive, okay? I really need you to stay alive on this. Because if they get to you, there’s no help for me. And I have a daughter to protect.”

      I wanted to vomit but I forced a thin smile. “I will. I promise.”
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      A coyote howled in the distance, its call floating through the canyon in a haunting echo. The weather in the mountains was frantic, unpredictable. And right now, diabolic winds were conspiring with thick smoke, coating the ridge in an ominous black shadow.

      I paced my cabin back and forth, rubbing my arms. Gooseflesh crept up all over my skin despite the heat. They would come for me. I didn't know who they were exactly—Curt I guessed—but I knew that if someone was determined to keep what happened to Sharpe a secret, then they would come after me. Every day that I stayed here, every move that I made to find out the truth was a step closer to that eventual reality. Or worse? I shuddered at the thought. I knew I had gotten myself into more than I could handle. I should leave. I should get in my car and I should drive back to the Bay Area, go to my parents’ house and lock myself in. Have them clean this up for me, like they were so good at. I should get as far away from this town as I could.

      I stared at the number for the DEA agent. I couldn’t say why, but that felt so much more serious than placing a call to the Sac PD. DEA? That was federal territory. And that meant this was severe. That meant I really was in way over my head. I envisioned witness protection in dingy safe houses and heated court trials with rabid lawyers. Fear thudded in my chest.

      I knew dialing that number was the right thing, but still I hesitated. It was late but I didn’t think this should wait another night. I breathed in heavily and started to dial.

      One ring. Two.

      A branch cracked outside. My body stiffened. My heart raced. I hung up the phone. I closed my eyes and listened. Something rustling. Something heavy. An animal surely. But then…were those whispered voices? 

      I clenched and unclenched my fist, trying to find balance. I was being paranoid. My mind was playing tricks. Yes. I clutched the phone to my chest like a lifeline.

      Slowly I stood and practically crept toward the front door. I peered out the peephole. I saw nothing but blackness outside. I stepped to the window and pulled the curtains a finger's width apart to peer out into the blackness. My eyes adjusted and I saw the trees swaying violently in the summer wind. Smoked sauntered between the branches in an elusive waltz. How had I ever seen this place as a sleepy, serene little town, a quiet hamlet safe from the world's atrocities?

      First thing tomorrow. First thing tomorrow I would pack a bag and I would drive down to Sacramento. I would get a hotel room and then I would call the DEA agent. I would keep calling, keep trying until someone did something. Someone had to listen to me. They just had to. 

      Footsteps on branches. I sucked in a breath. I ran to the lamp and switched it off. My heart was beating like a drum. My pulse raced. I closed my eyes and listened. Another crack and then a shuffle.

      The rustle of leaves. Voices. Shadows.

      Figures shadowed against the night sky. I swallowed hard. Oh god, oh god. Who were they? Who’d sent them—Curt? Or some unleashed monster I had yet to meet?

      I slammed back against the wall as though nailed there. Think, think. I wasn’t prepared for this. I had so little security here. God, what an idiot I’d been. I didn’t even own a weapon. I doubted a kitchen knife would do much. Whispered voices rose above the din of the wind.

      They were getting closer. They were on the porch. I glanced around my small cabin. Hide. I had to hide. The closet in my room. Yes. There was a small alcove in the back that was hidden unless you knew where to look. I held my breath as I bolted down the hall. I closed my bedroom door, thrust open the closet and threw myself inside. Breathing frantically, I arranged the clothes to conceal me as best I could and leaned back into the cubby. I closed my eyes and breathed.

      The front door handle jiggled. Then a click. Oh God, oh God, had they used a key?

      The door opened in a low creak. Footsteps echoed down the hall. Breathe, breathe. 

      Down the hall. 

      The bedroom door. Knob turning. 

      Breathe.

      The door opened. Footsteps coming into the room. 

      Breathe. 

      The closet door opened. The clothes were thrust aside.

      “Hide-and-seek,” the voice said.

      I screamed. A shrill, bloodcurdling scream. But my body was frozen in place, unable to move as the shadowed face locked in his gaze, eyes glinting through a ski mask. He reached in and yanked me from my place of hiding.

      “What do you want?” I said, my voice shaking.

      “Little girl don’t know when to quit.” His right hand brandished a long, glinting blade.

      I refused to show fear although I was trembling from my pinkie toe upward. Every nerve was on end. But that’s what he wanted. He wanted to taste my sweat, to feed off my tears, my pulsing blood. 

      “I don’t know who sent you, but you have this wrong. Okay? I’m going to leave tomorrow. I’m never coming back here.”

      “We know you’re trying to call the authorities.” He shook his head and tsked. “Can’t have that at all, little girl.”

      The blood was throbbing in my temple, the pounding almost blinding. 

      “How…what makes you think that? I haven’t talked to anyone.”

      He lunged forward. I shrieked and stepped back but he grabbed my wrist before I could scramble away.

      “Don’t bother lying. You’ve talked to Connelly. Sac PD. Even trying to call the DEA? Ballsy. But we can’t have it.”

      My stomach turned over. How could he—they, whoever they were—know? A sickness stirred in my belly. My house must be bugged. The break-in. God, whoever did that planted a wiretap on my phone. They must have.

      My masked assailant grinned through the black material as though reading my mind.

      “Who—who’s we?” I croaked out.

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

      He pulled me closer, pressing the knife to my neck. I dared not even breathe. 

      “Please,” I said in a whisper. “You don’t want to do this.”

      “Damn right I don’t. But you don’t know when to leave well enough alone. Poking around this town is one thing but bringing in outside authorities? We can’t have that. You better take this as your final warning. The next time you won’t see us coming. Do you understand?”

      “Ye—yes.” My voice was rattling. 

      “What?!” he shouted, pressing the cold metal deeper into my neck. I felt the tender skin break, felt a small dribble of liquid. My bladder and bowels threatened to empty. 

      “Yes,” I said with more assertion. “I understand. I won’t talk to anyone. I’ll leave tomorrow and you’ll never see me again. I swear.”

      “You’ll forget all about Sierra Ridge, won’t you? Forget about Sharpe?”

      I nodded, forgetting about the blade, sending it deeper into the skin. “Completely forgotten.”

      And then he released the pressure. I sucked in a breath. He shoved me hard against the wall. My head cracked against it and I stumbled down, but I was too numb to notice any pain. 

      “Now close your eyes and count to a hundred.” 

      I looked at him, confused. 

      “C’mon, you’ve seen enough TV. Just fucking do it.”

      I took in one last visual of him and complied. 

      When I opened my eyes again, he was gone and the house was silent.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      I barely thought. My mind was racing, panicking. I grabbed my bag and keys and ran from my house without looking. On autopilot, I threw myself into my car and flipped the ignition.

      I fired a text. Address. NOW. Please.

      I hadn’t expected it to, but the reply came in seconds.

      I tore from my driveway and was barreling through the darkness before I even exhaled. I barely saw the road ahead as I made my way through the smoke and dying brush around me. I chased the night until I came to my destination. I turned down the drive and skidded up the drive to the front of his house. I exhaled with relief to see the light on in the front room. I jumped from the car and ran to the front door. The front door opened before I could even knock. Logan stood there, plain white T-shirt and faded jeans hanging low on slim hips. Our eyes locked in the darkness, his catching in the pale moonlight. 

      I opened my mouth to speak but nothing came out. I couldn’t form thoughts into words. 

      I didn’t need to. He reached for me and pulled me into him. I found respite there, nuzzled into his broad chest. He smelled of mountain and pine and dirt. The faint traces of cigarettes and whiskey lingered on him but for the first time I didn’t mind. I took strange comfort in them. He might not be perfect. He might be the complete opposite of what I was. But he was unapologetically himself. And that was more than I could say about most people.

      “Come in,” he whispered in my ear, soft and low. I followed him across the threshold.

      His place wasn’t what I expected. It was meticulously clean and tidy. Rustic but chic in how sparse it was. Brown leather couch. Dark wood coffee table. Empty shelves but for a few decorative books and generic stock art. I’d half expected beer bottles to litter the counters, greasy tools to be spread across the floor. But it was none of that. It barely looked lived in. It didn’t mix with this man I’d apparently judged so wrong. 

      He led me by the hand into the sitting area. A fire crackled in the corner. A hauntingly raw melody purred in the distance. He turned me to face him, raising my chin up to meet his eyes. 

      “Are you alright?”

      I choked back a sob. “No. I’m not. I don’t know what’s happening. I’m terrified. I’m angry. I’m confused.”

      His usually hard expression softened. He ran a finger under my eye, gently swiping away the pooling moisture. 

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

      I inhaled. “No. Not right now.”

      “Good.”

      And then he crushed my mouth with his. I hadn’t expected it, but I didn’t resist. My mind felt like it was fraying at the seams. I felt disoriented, tossed about like a shipwrecked passenger. Logan’s presence was the only thing keeping me sane in those moments of uncertainty.

      He pulled me through the house, his lips locked on mine, feet tripping. Tangled in each other we stumbled back through the house, around a corner and into a bedroom. We groped, stumbled, danced through the darkness. Layers of fabric disappeared, and our skin melded. My hands ran along the sinewed torso, well chiseled to washboard status. His lips found every crevice of me. My mind was a cloud. I was desperate to make the outside world go away. To forget. 

      And for a few desperate moments, in the darkness, Logan made me forget.
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        * * *

      

      When we finished, we lay in silence, the air thick, clammy and musky. Our bodies coated in sweat and the acrid scent of the impending flames.

      “Water?” Logan pulled himself from bed and slipped on silk briefs. I allowed a moment to admire his long, lean form. His skin was warm olive and velvet—artistic genius in the dim light.

      “Please.”

      He came back with a glass of tap water.

      “You okay?”

      “Fine,” I said. I untangled myself from the sheets and took the glass gratefully, my throat parched from the burning air.

      “You don’t seem fine.”

      He sat beside me, stroking my cheek.

      I shook my head. “Sorry, I just don’t even know what I’m doing right now.”

      “Hey. You don’t have to know. Just be calm. Just be present. Want to tell me what happened now?”

      I drained the water and sighed. “Someone attacked me at home. They had a key. They made threats.”

      He listened quietly as I relayed the details, nodding along.

      “You’re safe here. They aren’t going to win. Tomorrow you’ll leave town. Don’t make a show of it. Just leave and don’t look back.”

      “Thank you,” I whispered. 

      “You’re beautiful in your desperation, you know that?” Logan said. His voice was low and husky. My cheeks burned. I couldn’t help but turn away my eyes. 

      He laughed slightly. “And shy, apparently.”

      I blushed harder. “You don’t mean that.”

      “Would I say something I didn’t mean?”

      I laughed. “Yeah, Logan, I think you would.”

      He put a finger under my chin and shifted my gaze back to face him. 

      “You. Are. Beautiful.”

      Then his smile faded and his expression fell back into hungry longing. He leaned closer and before I could process what was happening, his lips were on mine again. 

      I pulled away. His eyes had gone dark with lust. 

      Logan was something I never should’ve wanted. He was the antithesis of me. He was the kind of being that should have sent me running—not walking—far, far away. But I found myself drawn to him, some magnetic force pulling me closer, keeping me locked there in place. He did things to my body, to my mind. He did things to my very psyche. Things I could not quite understand or grasp. I had never felt so young, so naive. For all my education, for all my privilege, it was a foreign feeling to feel Logan's eyes on me that way. To see the flare of his irises. To hear his breath growing heavy. When he reached over and gently brushed my skin with his calloused fingertips, I felt a tingle run down my spine. I felt the heat and electricity in his touch. It was such a foreign sensation, but it all felt right. I stood there, raw and vulnerable, terrified of the things that he might do to me. Terrified of the things he wouldn’t do. 

      I was unable to pull away. He pressed his lips to mine again, then leaned into me, pushing me back into the soft sheets.
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      The next morning I was a mix of emotions, to put it mildly. 

      Sex with Benji had been bland, vanilla. I never really got the excitement of it all. It was an intimate act meant to bring people closer. I got that. It was how Benji and I connected and really the aftermath of laughing and the smile on his face was what made it worth it to me. I had just wanted to make him happy. I was a feminist and certainly believed in theory women enjoyed sex just as much as men, but I figured that just wasn’t me. Maybe I wasn’t a sexual being, missing that gene that made people love it, crave it, lust after it the way some of my friends talked about it. 

      Until last night. My body quaked thinking about his hot breath smelling of whiskey. His rough touch. The way he explored every inch of me, bringing me to the edge, then stepping away over and over again until my entire body erupted with the need. No, I had certainly never experienced anything like that and now I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to feel. 

      It was almost enough to make me forget everything that had transpired. 

      Almost.

      “Breakfast?” Logan said as I pulled my clothes on.

      My cheeks went red, I don’t know why. Somehow breakfast made the whole thing seem real. 

      “No, I should go. I need to get going.”

      “I think you should eat pancakes.” 

      “Hmm, sugary carbs. Not really my scene.”

      “You have really got to live a little. I’m pretty sure self-denial will kill you just as fast as all those vices you’re so scared of.” He stepped closer and slid a hand around my waist, then down to my butt. I felt a jolt of lust go through me. “I think you earned it.” He squeezed and chuckled. 

      I laughed but shook my head. “No. I need to get home and get on the road. I was given some very clear instructions to get the hell out of Dodge.”

      “After pancakes, you’ll go. No one is going to abduct you between now and then. You can have a few hours to bid farewell to this Valhalla.”

      “How about settling for a cup of tea at my place? You can help me pack.”

      He sighed melodramatically. “Fiiiinnnne.”

      I pulled on my clothes and threw my tangled hair into a loose topknot. I freshened my face and body as best I could and rinsed out my mouth in the bathroom. I smelled of sweat and sex and fear.

      While the past few mornings had been brisk with the onset of fall, today’s morning was stifling hot and stuffy. The sky had a thick gray haze that darkened to angry clouds on the horizon. 

      “Smoke,” I said as we stepped outside, eyeing the heavy sky and tasting the ash in the air.

      Logan assessed. “Damn, I was really hoping we’d escape fires this year. After the disasters of the last few years, we could really use a break.”

      “This area must have been hit hard.”

      He scoffed. “Yeah, this town was holding on by a thread to begin with. A lot of people came up here after the ’08 disaster and never really recovered. Some of the towns along the ridge were just starting to shine again and then…well 2020 happened. Wasn’t a lot of salvation up here to begin with and it seemed God told us all to fuck off.”

      “Mother Nature is a cruel bitch,” I said. Logan chuckled to concur. “Did you lose a lot of people?”

      “Fair bit. The isolation kept the virus at bay a bit, but sadly it’s the kind of population ripe for its own destruction. Anyway, I’ll follow you home. Make sure you don’t get abducted between here and there.”

      “Oh, my hero.” I teased but I was secretly relieved to have company.
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        * * *

      

      Although I wanted to race, I took my time driving home, fearing drawing attention to myself. My hybrid crept through the village. The late summer sun peered through the clouds, casting an eerie violet glow down the sleepy streets. Bored teenagers hung around the corners, gangly legs sprouting from too-short shorts and cigarettes hanging from glossy lips. They seemed too thin, too hollow. They talked but their expressions were distant. What must it be like to grow up in a town like this? Was it just me or were their eyes following me? Did these kids hold secrets too? How far would people here go to protect them? How far buried were they and who knew where the bodies were? I was so paranoid even the birds seemed suspicious.

      As my car turned the corner to head out to the winding road that would lead home, I spotted a small crowd huddled on the sidewalk. The feeling sat low in my gut—that dark lump of impending doom. That feeling where you know the thing you’re about to see will forever alter you. 

      I slammed on my brakes. My heart thrummed. I pulled my car off to the side and jumped out, racing toward the congregation.

      “Daphne, hold up!” I heard Logan’s voice behind me. I didn’t stop. He grabbed my arm. I snapped around. 

      “What happened?”

      His eyes darted to the crowd then back to me. I saw the waver.

      “Whatever it is, we should just go.”

      I shook my head. “I need to know what happened.”

      He looked hesitant, but he reluctantly released his grip. I bolted toward the small crowd, desperate to satiate my curiosity. I pushed through a few onlookers. My heart clenched. My stomach turned. In a pool of blood was a cold, lifeless body. I blinked and his boyish face came into focus.

      Jeff Bauer. 

      I turned and nearly lost whatever lingered in my stomach—bile and tea. A cold sweat broke out on my forehead. 

      “Daphne,” Logan was at my side. He pulled me into him. “Don’t look.”

      I looked up at him. “Did you know?

      “What? Of course not. How would I know? I just saw it too.”

      “What happened to him?”

      Logan eyed the body. “I can’t tell. It looks. Hell, it looks like his throat was slit.”

      “Who would—why?” I said, the words like thick cement in my mouth as I struggled to get them out. 

      “I don’t know but—” He hesitated. The words hung heavy in the air between us. I knew what he was going to say. “You need to go. Now. No time for tea or pancakes.”

      I pulled from his arms. My body was numb, cold. “He was killed because of me.”

      “Shh. Keep your voice down. C’mon,” he yanked my arm, pulling me away from the scene. “Be careful what you say. You don’t know who’s involved in this or who’s watching.”

      “And what is this, Logan?” I waved my arms wildly. I felt myself coming unhinged.

      “This is what happens when you kick the fucking hornet’s nest,” he snapped.

      My eyes trailed back to where the small crowd was moving away to make room for Sheriff Connelly. I tried not to see the blood. So much blood. A life drained and vanished into the ether. How could that be? I pulled my gaze away. 

      “I did this,” I said to myself. I didn’t deliver the blow, but maybe I was responsible. I was the one who went to him for help. He risked his life to put me in touch with his contacts. If he’d kept his mouth shut, he might have lived to see another day. This was all on me. 

      “I need to go,” I said, backing away from the scene. The panic swelled inside me. 

      “Where are you going?” Logan said. 

      I shook my head. “I—I don’t know. I just need to go. Home.” I turned and started to run toward my car. My chest tightened. I couldn’t breathe. I folded over, hyperventilating. Gagging.

      “Hey there. Hey, honey, calm down. Breathe.” I felt hands on my shoulders. Willa was beside me. “Hey there. It’s alright.”

      I struggled for breath. I glanced up at her. “Did you see?” 

      “I did. Horrible thing. You alright?”

      Tears threatened to fall. I blinked rapidly to keep them at bay. 

      “No, I’m not. I’m sorry, I just—”

      She helped me stand upright and steady. “It’s alright, kid. Just breathe. Hey, come on back to mine. You had breakfast? I’ll feed you and you can collect yourself.”

      “No, I need to go, I –”

      “Girl, you can’t drive like this. Come on. I’ll drive ya back to your car once you’re settled.”

      I breathed until I was calm. Finally, I nodded. “Thank you. Wait, I, Logan—”

      Willa stiffened. “What about Logan?”

      “Oh, he—I was just talking to him, and I ran off.”

      She waved me off. “Don’t worry about him. Just come on with me.”
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      I sat in Willa’s dated kitchen, clutching a cup of English breakfast tea like my life depended on it. Willa sat across from me with a can of Pabst Blue Ribbon beer in her hand. She sipped slowly, her pale-blue eyes trained on me, studying and evaluating me. It was like her gaze could peel away the layers of me, leaving me raw and exposed, my wounds gaping, and my vulnerabilities for the taking.

      “Don’t you break my good china with that death grip, girl,” Willa said, eyeing my clenched fingers with a wry smile. I tried to smile back as I loosened my grip on the floral-patterned porcelain. 

      “Sorry.”

      “Sorry why? What’d ya do?”

      “Huh? I don’t know. Nothing.” I shook my head, feeling so utterly defeated.

      “Don’t say sorry ’less you did something wrong. I hate it when dumb girls are always saying sorry for simply having the audacity to exist. Terrible fucking habit.”

      “Ingrained I guess.”

      “Sure as shit is. You’re lucky you’re young and have time to break the habit. You have no idea sometimes how lucky you are. Millennials.”

      “I think I’m actually Gen Z. If you’re counting.”

      Willa snorted. She pulled out a pack of Virginia Slims and lit one up. I tried not to breathe it in, but frankly right then I hardly cared anymore. “Gen-get-yourself-the-fuck-together. When I was your age, we were still fighting not to get our asses grabbed by our bosses at the office. The world still preferred us at home, listening to our husbands. Shit, couldn’t even get a credit card till ’74.”

      “I know, I saw the movie.”

      “Then you should know how good you have it.”

      “Is there a point, Willa?”

      She dragged her cigarette then took a long sip of her PBR. “My point, Daphne, is even though the world is your proverbial oyster, and you have all the money and education and freedom you could ever want, you still don’t have the common sense God gave a mushroom.”

      I didn’t bother arguing. She had a point.

      “It’s a shame about Jeff,” Willa said. 

      “Yeah.”

      “But he was getting himself involved in things he didn’t understand.”

      My eyes snapped up. “What, so he deserved to die?”

      Willa grunted a laugh. She dragged deeply from her cigarette and tapped the ash into a small glass tray that looked older than she was. “Is that what I said? I don’t pretend to know who deserves death and who don’t, but I do know how to survive in this world.”

      “It isn’t fair.”

      “Fucking fair. What is? This world will never be fair, and your stupid generation needs to stop trying to make it so. You’re not the first idealist to come around. Fair, shit. Was the holocaust fair? Vietnam? The recession? COVID? Get over the idea that anything is fair in this world.”

      I took her meaning and said nothing.

      “The sooner you accept that, the happier you’ll be. Look, Daphne. You’re a nice kid.”

      “So they tell me,” I muttered over my teacup.

      “But you don’t know when to quit. And you’re not a great judge of character. You think people are black and white. That you can tell the good guys from the bad by the color of their hats.”

      My cheeks burned but I tried not to let it show how much her words hit a nerve. 

      “People aren’t that simple, girl. They got a lot of layers beneath the surface.”

      “Some people are truly good and truly bad,” I said, although I wasn’t sure if I believed that anymore. I wasn’t sure what I believed about the world. 

      “You don’t believe that for a second and you know it. Besides, good and evil? It’s all relative, isn’t it? Who’s to say what’s right and what’s wrong? All changes based on your reality.”

      “People who hurt innocent people are evil in my book.”

      Willa stubbed out her cigarette in the ashtray. “Yep. Maybe so. But then the question is, who’s innocent? You think Bauer was innocent? I’m not saying he deserved to die, but his hands weren’t exactly squeaky clean.”

      “Wasn’t he just doing his job?”

      Willa shrugged. “That kid was alright. But he was dumb. He didn’t know when to keep his mouth shut about things. And he got his throat slit for his troubles.”

      I shivered. Did Willa know he’d been talking to me? Who else knew? “What do you mean?” 

      “I’m just saying he had a reputation for running his mouth about things. A man of integrity, he always said. But you better be careful people don’t see a man of integrity as another word for a rat.”

      “So reporting on people for breaking the law makes him a rat?”

      “Depends on whose law you’re talking about. We’re our own law up here, girl. You know that by now. Yeah, you can’t have a community without law. But not all laws fit every community. What works for your lot down in the city just don’t work up here. We don’t operate the same way. Sometimes people forget that.”

      I was so tired of this. So damn tired. “What was Sharpe involved in, Willa?”

      She gave me a long hard look. “Not my place to say.”

      I reached for her hand. “Please. I need your help. Please. You’re one of my only friends.”

      She patted the top of my hand. Then her pat turned to a squeeze bordering on painful. 

      “Honey, that’s a little sad to hear. You heading out of town today?” 

      I squirmed. “How did you know that?”

      “Just a question. I see it in your eyes.”

      “Yes. I was planning to after breakfast with—after I got some breakfast.”

      “With Logan,” she said. I said nothing. Her eyes narrowed. “Stay away from him if you know what’s good for you.”

      “Why’s that? What do you have against him anyway?”

      For a moment she looked like she was choosing her words wisely. “He’s just a no-good dick on autopilot. Fucks anything that moves.”

      My cheeks burned, thinking about his lips on mine. 

      “There’s nothing like that between us. He’s just a friend.”

      Willa picked up her cigarette and lit it again. “Sure, baby girl. Whatever you tell yourself. But I can smell him on you.” She dragged. “Logan’s nobody’s friend but his own. He looks out for no one but himself. Don’t let him sweet-talk you into believing anything else. Finish your tea and I’ll drive you back home. You all packed?”

      “Yes. But I’m only going for a few days. Until—I guess until things calm down.”

      “Take my advice and don’t come back. Stay gone.”

      “How can I do that when I’m the only one who seems to care what happened to Sharpe?”

      “And why do you care so much? What warped sense of self-righteousness is pulsing through you?”

      “He—he helped me. He saved my life once. When I first came here. I took a bad turn. The road was icy. And I crashed, knocked myself nearly unconscious. I might have died. But Sharpe drove by and stopped. He pulled me out.”

      Her lips spread into a sympathetic line. “That’s a real sweet story, Daphne. But just because he helped you out, doesn’t mean you have some kind of blood bond.”

      “I don’t think that, I just—”

      “You just what? Want to make a difference in the world? Want to help people? Fix all the world’s problems? Then go join fucking Greenpeace. People up here don’t need or want your privileged help.”

      I was taken aback. I felt tears pricking. Willa’s expression softened. 

      “I’m not saying that to be a dick, honey. I’m just telling you like it is. You’re not gonna find a place here running around like you’re the goddamn savior. No one needs your saving. It’s gonna be you needs saving if you don’t watch yourself.”
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      It wasn’t how he’d wanted things to go. He’d wanted to avoid this at all costs. But what was done was done. It was just the life he had, if not the life he’d chosen. And she’d gotten in the way. There was only one law up here—the law of the Lost Sierra. People knew the rules. And they knew the consequences for breaking them. That wasn’t his fault. They all had a part to play here. When people stepped out of line is when the world went to shit. Everyone knew that. 

      But she didn’t. And could any of them blame her for it? He sighed. It wasn’t how he wanted this to go. But what was done was done.

      “She’s a smart kid. Maybe she could be an ally.”

      “You watch too many fucking Marvel movies. There’s no turning her to the dark side. She knows too much at this point. She couldn’t leave well enough alone.”

      “So there’s only one thing to do then.”

      A nod. “You know that’s the way it has to go.”

      A sigh. “I do. Consider it done.”
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      After Willa dropped me back at my car, I found myself back in my cabin, nervously pacing. I pulled out my laptop and opened a Google search. I needed to know what I was up against.

      Sorry, there seems to be a problem. Please check your connection.

      Damn it. Sure enough, the Wi-Fi icon was frantically searching. My phone showed a few weak bars of 4G but no Wi-Fi. I tried to reconnect to no avail. I went to the cable box and tried a reboot, but the service was obviously down. The fires must be closing in.

      I pulled my Twitter feed on my phone, waited patiently for it to load, and navigated to the Sacramento news desk. 

      Green Ridge Fire closing in on Sierra Nevada foothill towns. No evacuation orders in place yet but residents of Plumas and Sierra counties are advised to stand by. 

      I scanned more headlines. 

      Avalanche warnings on the country roads. Closures up and down the mountain. Severe risk of smoke inhalation. All advised to stay indoors during the worst of it. Shelter in place advised! 

      Like hell. I’d be a sitting duck here. I couldn’t just wait for someone to come for me. 

      The smoke was curling up the sky, turning the afternoon an eerie shade of orange. Could the smoke be seen back in Berkeley from my parents’ hilltop home? Were they safe and sound with purified air and a cocktail in hand, offering lip service to the poor, poor people displaced by the fires?

      I needed to get out of town before it was too late. But the truth was I was terrified to leave. I didn’t know where to go. If I went home to my parents’, would Curt and his minions follow me? Would I put my family in danger? Surely, they could easily find out who my parents were without any help from me, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to just lead the lambs to slaughter. 

      Would the people in this town even evacuate should it come to that? Something told me they were the stand their ground against all odds types. Come hell or high water, no one was forcing them from their land. Fires had been raging in Northern California the past few years and I knew better than to not heed the warning. They crept in like thieves in the night and devoured communities whole before you even saw it coming.

      My nerves were doing acrobatics as I paced my living room, trying to decide what to do. My skin was flushed, but I felt chilled at the same time. I glanced out my window at the sinking twilight. Smoke coiled in the distance. An ominous omen on the horizon. With these conditions I probably wouldn’t make it all the way back to the Bay Area anyway. Likely there would be too many road closures to control the burn. Could I at least get out of town and get to a hotel? Maybe if I could slip out and find somewhere safe, I could wait it out until the roads cleared enough to get back to Berkeley. 

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. I was going to be sick. I rushed to the bathroom and expelled the little contents in my stomach. Sweating and shaking, I pulled myself up. I needed to keep it together. It was time to leave.

      I ran to my bedroom and did a last-minute sweep. I plucked my jug of water from the fridge, then glanced around and bid farewell to my little cabin. I had no idea what path lay ahead once this all broke open. I locked up the house and held my breath as I ran to the car. The smoke was closing in like a thick vise. An orange glow lit up the horizon like an apocalyptic dawn. It was close. Much too close. C’mon, Daphne. Get it together. It’s just a fire. People battle bigger wars than this every day. 

      My self-talk was getting more difficult by the second. 

      I exhaled and loaded my bag in the back. I was ready to leave town for real this time. But I had one final thing I needed to do. I needed to follow Paco’s trail of bread crumbs. I needed to be able to tell the outside authorities something tangible, where to go. And I needed to see it with my own eyes, take a picture in case it wasn’t there when help finally got to it. In case the fire swallowed this place whole.

      I felt eyes on me everywhere as my car crept down the road and up Sharpe’s drive. The trees stared down at me knowingly. Crows scouted above. I parked and swallowed hard, my head thrumming. My boots crunched on dried foliage as I tiptoed around the back of the house then into the adjacent woods to the place Paco had described. The entire scene was different to my eyes now. A supernatural glow was cast across the landscape. My heart thudded in my chest as I shuffled through the piles of dead leaves and stepped past the pile of ash where I had found the tooth. I choked on the air—the smoke growing thicker and more oppressive. 

      Twenty more paces back, he’d said.

      There amid the smoke and ruin of the landscape, I saw it. The withering oak with faded carved initials. Beneath it a larger pile of ashes. The tree was bent over as though standing sentinel over the remains. My stomach threatened to empty as Paco’s words ran through my mind. I heard the faint echo of screams and smelled the traces of blood in the air. 

      There are things in life you are prepared for. Tragedies that we’re told will always happen. The death of a grandparent. The loss of a pet. 

      But how does one ever prepare the psyche to witness the charred remains of a friend? 

      You can’t. You can never prepare yourself for such things. These things will break you. 

      I stared at the pile of ashes. All that remained of a life. I took a deep breath and knelt in the dried foliage. With a thin discarded branch, I gently pushed away the ashes. I needed something more than charred black swirls. Beneath the debris lay a piece of rubber. It looked like the remnants of a cheap watch strap.

      And there beside it was a pale-white shard. A bone. Thin and helpless in its final place.

      My stomach turned and flipped. I felt like a razor was churning in my gut. I wanted to be sick, but I wouldn’t allow myself the luxury. The smell of death lingered in the air. The trees surrounding me danced and swayed in a gothic lament.

      I fell to the ground, suddenly overtaken by sickness. I retched and vomited in the dead grass. My chest heaved. White spots flashed before my eyes. The world blurred around me. 

      Perhaps if I were a stronger person, I would be able to handle such things with more dignity. I suppose soldiers and cops and medics have a certain level of mental protection against these sights. But I was just Daphne. Just a privileged girl from a rich family with big stupid ideals filling up my big empty head. I had no dignity in that moment.
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      I rolled over and pushed myself back upright. I needed to get control of myself. I needed to think clearly. It wasn't just the death of Sharpe. It was the grief of so much more. It was the death of innocence. The death of trust. The death of a part of myself I thought I knew. I felt the tremble start in my lips like a tic. My whole face quivered. It ran down each limb into my fingers and toes. 

      I’d never felt myself capable of much. And despite so desperately wanting to prove that I wasn’t dependent on the empire my parents had built, the truth was I had always known that it was there, safe and sound just waiting for me if I ever got into trouble. And maybe that’s why I had come here. Why I had abandoned everything for a great unknown. So that for once in my stupid life I’d be forced to face the world head-on and see what I was really made of. 

      With a shaking hand I pulled out my phone and snapped a series of pictures of the scene. I got a closeup of the small bone—I was no forensic expert but I was pretty certain it was a finger. The final resting place of one John Sharpe. Veteran. Father. Friend.

      Was Curt so desperate to stay out of jail that he would murder someone to keep them quiet? Was he so greedy that human life was worth less than a payday? Why was I really surprised by any of this? I’d been so naive. I didn’t know the first thing about loss and going without. My entire life things had been handed to me and I was finally realizing that my entire existence was a joke. Every problem I’d ever had was completely manufactured. To what end? To appease some sense of privileged white guilt so that I could feel more connected to the suffering all around me in the world? Did that make me any better or just worse for putting a Band-Aid on this problem? Was I really so enlightened or just a giant fraud? 

      These people here, they knew about suffering. They knew about survival and how to go without or fight for what they wanted. They knew how to be scrappy, how to survive. And if other people went down in the process, then so be it. I wondered if it was that they didn’t care at all, or that in the greater scheme of this Darwinian world it truly was the survival of the fittest. Kill or be killed. Laws of the jungle. What did I really know about human nature in the end? Absolutely nothing. And that was dangerous. 

      I had never realized until now how painfully underprepared I was for even that small task—survival. The one thing we are meant to do in this world. The most powerful force a person can have. But I felt it bubbling up in me now. I felt a new strength that I had never known. It was an energy coursing through me. I felt its hum pumping vitality through my veins and muscles and lungs. I breathed it in.

      I would survive. And not only that I would see justice done. They didn’t get to get away with this. 

      I drove slowly and carefully down the dirt path leading away from Sharpe’s house and toward the main road. My rapid heartbeat slowed the farther I got away from town. Freedom glowed on the horizon, blending in with the amber flames. The wind was picking up, howling through the trees, shaking the evergreens. Flames roared on the horizon. I shivered despite the heat creeping in through my car windows. I kept driving. 

      Threatening gray clouds crept in over the distant mountains and soon the entire village was cast in an eerie glow of orange and purple. The fires were closing in on the surrounding peaks and valleys. My phone pinged with an alert. 

      Severe fire warnings. Shelter in place and await evacuation instructions from local authorities. 

      Like hell. I stepped on the gas and barreled out of town.

      Thick smoke and flying debris brought my visibility to half at best. Squinting, I spotted the main crossroads signs and turned toward the highway. The main road was even darker. The streetlights must have gone out. I looked around and realized that everything all around me as far as I could see was dark. The power grid must have gone. 

      Okay, just keep going. Nice and slow. I had a full tank of gas and my wits. 

      Finally, I saw dim lights ahead. It was a traffic stop. What looked like a standard civilian car with a makeshift police siren on the top was blocking the road. I slowed my car to a crawl. A deputy stood outside the car, arms folded over his broad chest. He perked up when he saw me approaching. I rolled down the window.

      “Everything okay?” I asked. 

      “Afraid not. The flames are closing in on the road up ahead. We're closing down this road for the time being.”

      A slow panic built inside my chest. “What do you mean closed?”

      “Exactly how it is. The fire’s jumped the highway up ahead. Can’t let anyone through until it’s contained.”

      No, that couldn't be. This was the only way out. And containment could be hours, days. It was completely unpredictable.

      “But I have to leave town,” I said like a child. 

      “What’s so important? It isn’t safe to be out and about.”

      “I, um, I need to get to Sacramento.”

      “Emergency?”

      “Yes. Uh, family thing.”

      “Well, I’m sorry to hear that, but you’re gonna have to wait. You just can’t get out this way. Hopefully by morning we’ll have it contained, but you know how these things go. Can turn deadly in no time. And then there’s the risk of avalanche on these roads. We need to keep the roads cleared for the emergency crews.”

      I started to panic. “Is there any other way to get out?”

      He raised his eyebrows as though I were dumb.

      “To Sacramento? No. That's the only road.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I mean, the only thing you could do is try to go over the mountain and then drop into Tahoe and try to circumvent. But I can't imagine that's a very effective route. And with the way the fires are popping up along the ridge, you would likely get yourself even more stuck. I think at this point you’d just be better off waiting it out.”

      “Maybe I could get an escort? It's an emergency you see. It's my grandmother. She's sick.”

      His friendly expression fell into annoyance and I could tell that I had gone a step too far.

      “Right. Well, I'm real sorry about your grandmother,” he said as though he wasn’t buying my spin for a second. “But there's nothing I can do. Even if I let you through here you're only going to face more blocks up ahead. There's absolutely no way to get through.”

      I sighed, giving it up. My fate was sealed. The only thing I could do was to go back to my house and wait to die. Perhaps I could lock myself in. Just wait it out and hope that no one finds me. Maybe they would think I had left town. I nodded slowly and started my car back up.

      “Sorry I can’t be more helpful, miss. But hey, keep your phone handy for evacuation orders.”

      “If we can’t leave town then how are we supposed to evacuate?” I asked, growing irritated. 

      “You’d have to go the other direction, toward Tahoe/Reno. If the fire closes in from the west, we’ll send in help to escort people out safely.”

      “Shit,” I slammed my hands against the steering wheel. 

      “You be safe now. Even if the flames don't get close, the smoke can be a killer. You don't want to be outside breathing this air any more than you have to be.”

      “Yeah, will do. Thanks,” I muttered. He tipped his hat to me like a cowboy. 

      I put the car in reverse and slowly turned around to head back into town.
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      I was in a panic as I drove slowly back to my house. I wanted to race but I was terrified of drawing any attention to myself. I needed to wait this out as quietly as I could. I just needed to lock myself away in the shadows and pray they wouldn’t find me. 

      I pulled up to my house and turned off the engine. I sat for a moment, collecting myself. Praying to something, anything, that would listen. I climbed out and bolted up the drive to the front door. I stepped into the pitch-dark house. It was deathly quiet, like a tomb. The distant sounds of the wind and the smell of smoke danced around me. I shut the front door behind me and stood in darkness. I breathed in a sigh of relief at being home then flicked the light switch. 

      Nothing. I flicked again, up and down, but nothing. No, no! I ran to another and tried and still nothing. I glanced to the digital clock over the stove. Dead. The power was out. Oh my god, oh my god. 

      The wind picked up outside. I heard the crack of branches slamming against the windows. A chill went through me. I couldn’t stay here alone in the dark. But where else could I go? I pulled out my phone and texted Sarah. 

      Power is out at my house. You?

      I waited but received no response. I sighed and moved slowly through the house. My eyes started to adjust to the dark. I was utterly unprepared for a power outage. I didn’t even have a flashlight. The best I could do was scented candles. Using my phone light, I fumbled my way through the dark to the drawer where I kept the matches, then managed to light a few candles with trembling hands. The scent of eucalyptus and lavender filled the air. At least I would die smelling like a spa. I plopped down in my kitchen chair and massaged my temple. My entire body felt like it had been through a boxing match. 

      Finally, my phone buzzed with an incoming text. I breathed a sigh of relief to see it was from Sarah. 

      Power’s out everywhere. Fire took down the power lines. Scotty’s has a generator though. Go there if you don’t want to be alone.

      My hands were shaking as I texted back.

      Thanks. You guys OK?

      She texted back a thumbs-up emoji. 

      I felt a wave of relief to at least know they were alive and well. For now. 

      Scotty’s. The idea of going there left a sour taste in my mouth. But it made sense to be in public. Sure, I’d be out in the open. But Curt and his cronies couldn’t come after me in public. Surely the entire town wasn’t about to sit by while he killed me in the open. 

      I hoped.

      I grabbed my tote bag and ran out again to my car. 
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        * * *

      

      I parked my car in front of Scotty’s, which was indeed packed, and ran to the door. I pounded. The bouncer pushed it open and gave me a wary look. 

      “Please, can I come in?”

      He smirked like it was a stupid question. “Yeah, we’re open. No cover but gotta buy a drink.”

      I nodded eagerly. “Yes, of course. Thanks.”

      I shook off the smoky air and scuttled up to the bar. Thankfully Jimmy was tending. It was a relief to see a mildly friendly face.

      His eyes registered a modicum of surprise when he saw me. “Daphne. What the hell are you doing here?”

      “I need a place to be. To wait out the blackout. I just couldn’t be home alone in the dark.”

      He looked at me regretfully. God, did he know too? Did everyone know what I had gotten myself into?

      “Please, I need to be somewhere public. Somewhere safe.”

      “Are you sure? Given…”

      “That’s exactly why I need to be here. Please, Jimmy.”

      “Alright. I got your back. As Sharpe woulda wanted. You thirsty?”

      I chewed my lip. “You got a coffee?”

      “Sure thing.”

      “And Jimmy?” I took a breath. “Make it Irish?”

      He snickered and whipped it up quickly. 
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        * * *

      

      I clutched the coffee and whiskey in my hands, letting the warm ceramic heat my limbs and letting the hot liquid numb my insides. I was almost embarrassed to admit I’d never had whiskey before, but I understood now why people drank it. It was a warm blanket. A mask and cure for any number of ailments. 

      I’d be safe here. I had to be. My eyes scanned the room relentlessly. I was on the lookout for anyone who might be looking at me wrong. But no one really seemed to notice me. I guess in my disheveled state I fit right in. 

      “Worst fire I’ve seen in years,” Jimmy said, leaning into the bar. The news flickered with coverage overhead. 

      “Will it be bad?” I asked. 

      “Could be. Hard to say. Roads and things aren’t well maintained up here. Haven’t done proper controlled burning since, shit, probably the ’80s. And with the drought, there’s way too much fuel for the flames.” He shook his head. 

      “How long will it last? I mean how long until the roads are opened?”

      “Who knows? With any luck, if the winds calm down, a day or two. Depends on how far the flames jump. But it still might not be safe.” I saw the question in his eyes though. Which was more dangerous, risking the roads or staying here?

      His eyes suddenly focused on something behind me, and I saw his hands clench around the wooden bar. 

      “Everything okay?” I said, following his gaze out into the crowd. 

      My body froze. There he was. Curt. And he had company—a motley crew of tattoos and scars. My gaze flicked between Curt and Jimmy. Jimmy definitely knew what was up. Gossip spread like a virus in this town.

      “Just sit there, Daphne. Don’t make a scene. He won’t do nothing in here. You were Sharpe’s friend and he’d want us to look out for you. That Nazi fuck ain’t welcome in here tonight.”

      Curt spotted Jimmy and glared. Then his eyes landed on me, recognition clicked, and he grinned a menacing smile that turned my stomach to pure acid. I leaned into the bar and clutched my coffee tighter. I threw it back, the liquid burning. 

      “Just sit tight, Daphne,” Jimmy reiterated. 

      Curt ambled over, all self-satisfaction and undue swagger. 

      “Jimbo,” he said. 

      “What do you want, Curt?” Jimmy said, his tone bordering on a growl. 

      “Just came for the payout.”

      Jimmy snuffled. “Right. In this weather? Couldn’t wait till the fire’s cleared?”

      “Business is business. What if you get eaten up by the flames? But I see you have company. How you doing, honey? Daphne, was it?”

      My chest tightened.

      “Leave her alone. She’s got nothing to do with any of this,” Jimmy said.

      Curt leaned in. “That’s not what I hear. I hear she’s been up to all kinds of things she shouldn’t be.”

      “I’m right here. You have something to say to me, then say it, Curt,” I said. 

      He chuckled. “I like your balls, chica. I got no issue with you, girl. You just sit there and look pretty while Jimmy and I take care of some unfinished business.”

      Jimmy flashed me a look. “You sit right here, okay? Just don’t move your skinny ass from that stool.”

      I nodded. Like I had anywhere else to be. 
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        * * *

      

      Jimmy was gone for far too long. The crowd started to dwindle with the hour. The music mellowed and soon it was just me staring into a sea of well-lubricated people debating whether or not to get down to business right there in the center of the bar. Nothing like the threat of death outside to warm the loins. 

      I tried to stay alert and pretend I didn’t notice them all at the same time. A difficult task. I helped myself to another shot of whiskey and coffee, pretty certain Jimmy wouldn’t mind as he’d left the bottle and pot in front of me. No one was paying any attention to me after all. 

      The minutes ticked. Minutes turned into well over an hour. I didn’t need to know what was going on to know that something wasn’t right. Jimmy wasn’t coming back, at least not anytime soon. Dammit. Now what did I do? I had nowhere to go. This was the final safe place in town. All I could do was sit with my back to the bar and stay alert. The crowd dwindled more. People filed out. My heart raced. Panic swelled. I was alone and vulnerable and Curt knew where I was. And he knew I knew about Sharpe. I felt it in my bones.

      This was bad. This was very bad. The windows shook with the weight of the diabolic winds. Things slammed into the wall. I wanted to cry. 

      “Hey, girl,” I looked up to see a very inebriated bottle blonde in tight cutoffs and a pleather tank top pressing her breasts into the bar. “Yeah, you. Anoszer shhhot,” she slurred. It took me a moment to realize what she was asking. 

      “Oh, I don’t, I don’t work—”

      “Fucking shut up and pour me a drink already,” she said. I swallowed hard. My hands were shaking but I went to work. At least it was something to do. I slipped off my stool and ducked behind the bar. 

      “What are you—” I started to ask, but the woman wasn’t paying attention. I grabbed the whiskey bottle, making an educated guess. I filled up a shot glass and slid it gingerly toward her, feeling like a saloon keep in an old western. She reached for it, her fingers slipping in her drunken state. On the third try, she managed to wrap her fingers around the small glass and throw it back. 

      She shot me a wink and a pointed gun sign with her hands. “Good girl. Keep ’em—hiccup—keep ’em coming for me and my friends.”

      You bet, I thought. She might be shit-faced, but a shit-faced companion was still a companion, even if she might be a liability in the end. And I was ready to do anything to avoid being alone in this place.
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        * * *

      

      I felt the trouble creeping in through the walls. I felt it before I saw anyone, before I felt physical hands on me. But then in a moment there were footsteps. Heavy breathing. I looked up. And there he was. Logan. 

      “Daph.”

      “Logan.” I nearly fell into him, forgetting my anger and fear. Just wanting to be held by someone who knew me.

      “Why are you still here?” he asked, his tone regretful. There was something different about him. This was an alternate version of Logan. Something had shifted in his eyes. His energy was off. Something was wrong.

      “I—I tried to leave. But the roads were closed. I couldn’t get out.”

      He sighed and reached for the whiskey bottle and a glass, helping himself to a hefty pour. He tossed it back, stared at the empty glass for a moment, then nodded resolutely. 

      “Daphne, you have to come with me. Just come with me now and don't make a fuss.”

      My breath was shallow and hoarse as I opened my mouth to speak. My head spun from the whiskey.

      “Why? What's going on?”

      “Come outside. We need to talk.”

      I hesitated, but he had a grip on me before I could process. Then he was pulling me through the bar toward the front. He thrust open the front door and pushed me into the smoky night air. The bouncer was gone. It was only us and the infernal winds.

      “Hey, what’s with the mystery routine? What’s going on?” I said, pulling my arm from his grip.

      Logan exhaled and I saw the regret in his eyes. But whatever regret he was feeling, it apparently wasn’t going to stop whatever he was about to do.

      My heart began a slow canter. I needed to run. I needed to get out of this parking lot and run as fast and as far away as I could. Then I almost laughed. Run to where? There was nowhere in this town I could go. The roads were blocked. The power was out. I probably didn't even have a working cell phone at this point. I was completely trapped, at the mercy of fate.

      I took a step toward Logan. I held up my hands. “Please. Please, Logan, whatever it is you're going to do, please reconsider.”

      Before I could finish my plea, he brandished a .38 revolver—ironically the only kind of gun I knew by name. He pointed it directly at my forehead. My blood drained.

      “Logan,” I started.

      “I’m really sorry, Daphne, I am. But I'm not going to say it again. You need to come with me, and you need to shut the fuck up before you get hurt.”

      I swallowed, knowing I’d been defeated. I let my body relax, letting the tension drain. There was nothing else I could do at this point. 

      I nodded slowly. “Alright, I’ll come. You don’t need the gun. Where are we going?”

      “Just be quiet, okay? Please, for the love of all things holy, just be fucking quiet and cooperate for once.” There was an exhausted resolve in his tone. He wasn't acting on his own accord. There was something bigger and more sinister at play here. I resolved myself to follow him.

      The air was now completely hazed with thick smoke. I choked as the burning ash climbed into my mouth, infecting my throat and lungs. I coughed into my shirt sleeve. We approached his truck, and he opened the passenger door and directed me in. I obeyed in silence. 

      “Here,” he said, handing me a water bottle as he slid into the driver’s seat. I wanted to refuse but my lungs were on fire. I drank heavily. 

      “Where are we going, Logan?”

      He sighed. “I’ll tell you when we get there.”

      “Just tell me. Are you taking me to Curt?”

      “Just be quiet for a minute.”

      “Logan—”

      “Jesus Christ, just shut the fuck up!” His hand flung out, smacking me against the jaw.

      I snapped back against the seat, stunned at his outburst. Any remaining whiskey haze fled my body, leaving my mind crystal clear. Logan sighed deeply then sounded like he was collecting himself through a deep breath. He angled his body toward me. 

      “I’m sorry. I just need to think, alright? Just let’s ride in silence, okay? Can we do that?”

      I nodded, rubbing my cheek. The truck started to move down the road into the pitch-black night. 

      The hills on the distant horizon glowed with jarring red against the inky darkness. The smell of burned wood and ash permeated the air. The road was barely visible as we crept through the smoky night.

      The apocalypse had come.
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      The drive to wherever we were going felt like an eternity. But I stayed silent, feeling the tension radiating off Logan like heat waves. I tried to think. Without knowing what lay ahead, it was impossible to plan, but I ran through possible scenarios in my head. The town was eerie, devoid of light and life. But for the glow of the fire on the horizon, everything was covered in a blanket of inky black. We wound through the abandoned streets then into the thicket of woods beyond. Finally, the truck made a final sharp turn around a bend and pulled up to a darkened house tucked into the thick pine.

      He turned off the ignition and turned to me. “C’mon.”

      “Where are we?” I said, my voice trembling and meek. 

      “Somewhere safe. Just get out.”

      I had no option but to obey. Smoke clouded the air and I tasted burning and ash. I struggled to find my breath. 

      “This way.” Logan led me around the side of the building, which, up close, I could see was an old barn of sorts. Overgrown weeds climbing the dilapidated wood siding, boarded-up windows. He unlocked a solid wood side door. 

      “In.” He pressed the gun to my back. I stepped through into a dank tomb smelling of mold and rust.

      He led me down a pitch-black corridor, using his phone as a torch, then finally into an equally dark room. He flicked on a light which sputtered overhead before finally coming to life to reveal a sparse room with a rickety table and chairs and an old sofa against the wall. There was a small sink in the corner with a collection of disposable plastic cups and booze bottles. There was one small high window that looked out at the dark night. 

      “Where are we?” I asked. 

      “A safe house.”

      My head spun. “Safe from what? I don’t understand, Logan. What’s going on? Talk to me.”

      “You should have stayed out of it, Daphne.” The words were the same, but his tone was different. It was resigned, sad almost.

      “Please, Logan. You have to help me here. I don’t have anyone else.” I tried to keep my voice low and calm.

      He stared at me long and hard. His eyes were conflicted. What was going through his mind?

      “I can’t help you. Not anymore.”

      “Why not?” I snapped. 

      “I tried to protect you. I really did,” he said, half ignoring my pleas, like he wasn’t even hearing me.

      “What aren’t you telling me? Logan!”

      “That his boss ain’t happy,” a husky voice said behind me. I turned. Willa stood in the doorway of the room, tight jeans and moto boots, black tank top, chiseled arms crossed over her boney chest. 

      I blinked. “What?”

      Willa’s red lips spread into a thin smile. She stepped into the room, slowly, meticulously placing one foot in front of the other. 

      “Daphne, don’t listen to her,” Logan said. My eyes darted between them. 

      “What? What’s going on?”

      Willa sighed regretfully. “Oh, little Daphne. You are just such a sweet, trusting thing, aren’t you? So idealistic about the way the world should be. Can’t see what it’s really made of. Can’t see people for who they are.”

      “I don’t understand what’s going on here,” I said again. My eyes went to Logan. 

      I saw the truth flash in Logan’s eyes. He had been lying. About everything. This whole time he knew things he’d been keeping from me. I’d always had the feeling he knew more than he was letting on, but it was now starkly obvious how deep his deception went. And what an idiot I’d been. He was not one of the good guys.

      “Logan—”

      “Stay calm,” he reached for my hand, but I yanked it away. 

      “Start telling me the truth. Both of you!”

      Willa chuckled. “Always did like your fire, girl. Backed into a corner and still trying to call the shots. We tried to keep you out of it. We really did, I tell you. But goddamn if you aren’t a stubborn fucking thing. Insisted on getting involved. I tried, but I can only do so much. Just an old lady, I am.”

      Logan laughed beside me. “Old lady. Right. More like old fucking devil.”

      Puzzle pieces started to fall together in my mind. Willa. Sharpe. Logan. Curt. Paco. But how did it all fit?

      “Did you do something to Sharpe?” I said to Willa. My voice felt shaky, cracking. 

      Willa ambled closer. “Didn’t want to. He was a nice guy and we go way back. But he started talking. Waving that big ol’ mouth of his.”

      “Talking?”

      “Conscience got the better of him. Guessing it’s hanging out with your self -righteous ass for too long. Never had an issue till he started drinking your kale Kool-Aid.”

      My head shifted slowly to face Logan. “You knew? You knew about this?” My body started to tremble with a cocktail of rage and betrayal. 

      “Daphne, I—”

      “Oh save it, Logan,” Willa snapped. “Your gig’s up. Just spare the girl from your fucking treachery. Of course he knew. From the start, my dear.”

      My eyes burned and I blinked rapidly to keep the hot salt at bay. This couldn’t be true. He had been so genuine, so— So what, Daphne? What did you ever really know about him? You made a fool of yourself. Because you’re a clueless idiot who knows nothing about the world.

      “Ahh, don’t look so sad, little one,” Willa said. “Happens to the best of us. You ain’t the first girl to go sleeping with the bad guy. It’s not your fault. He’s a pro, you’re not. You didn’t really stand a chance. Tougher women than you have spread their legs for him.” My cheeks burned with embarrassment. He’d been working for her the entire time. He’d told her everything. 

      I wanted to beg and plead—say it isn’t true! But I saw it in his eyes. Eyes that couldn’t even meet mine. The capable mountain rogue was gone. All that was left was a weak puppet. And Willa controlled the strings.

      “And so what? You were seeing what I knew? You were just keeping tabs on me?” I snapped to Logan. 

      “No one wanted you to get hurt,” Logan said. “I was trying to protect you.”

      “By lying to me? By misleading me? By seducing me?”

      “Hey, you came to the slaughter all on your own, little lamb. And Sharpe pissed off the wrong fucking people, Daphne. He knew what he was doing. And he paid the price for it. You were innocent and we both knew that. But there were some people who weren’t going to see it that way.”

      “You told me once upon a time you were fighting this thing. Where’s that guy that was with the DEA? Fighting for the good?”

      Willa roared with laughter. “Oh, honey. He really did pull the wool, didn’t he? Logan’s been dirty as a pig since he was born.”

      I glared at Logan. “So that was a lie too? You were never with the DEA?”

      “I was. In a matter of speaking.”

      Willa snorted. “He was a goddamn informant. Fed the Feds info about the going’s on with the big baddies up here. Till he got greedy and followed the money to the dark side.” She smiled, self-satisfied.

      I glanced to Willa. “I thought we were friends.”

      “Oh, honey. God, if I could just bottle you up. I liked you, kid, I really did. And if Logan here had been able to keep you in line and deter you from this wild-fucking-goose chase, then well, hell. It mighta worked out differently. But,” she shrugged. “He’s apparently lost his touch. Never has been as effective since shit went wrong with Sarah. What is it, Logan, you start to actually care or something?”

      My head swiveled back to Logan. “That was all a game too? You used Sarah like you used me? To what end?”

      “To get to her man, you stupid girl. I thought you had six degrees or something? Not sure why it’s such a hard task.” Willa glared at Logan. “You got free pussy out of it. All you had to do was keep her in fucking line.”

      Logan snickered. “Not everyone’s a dried-up old cunt like you, Willa.”

      “Don’t make me put a hole in your head, you twat.” She turned back to me. 

      I stared at Willa’s blank expression. She was chilling in her mechanical quality—all machine and ice. I stared into those glacial-blue eyes and wondered if any life existed in them at all. 

      “Why, Willa? Why did you do it?”

      Willa pulled a pack of Slims from her back pocket and lit one. She took a deliberate drag then smirked. “You serious?”

      “Yes, I’m serious. Is it so wrong that I want a reason for the evil you’ve committed?”

      Willa let out the smoke in a smooth ring. “The world isn’t so black and white, you know?”

      “So people keep telling me,” I said through gritted teeth. 

      She sighed, almost nostalgically. “There are no shades of gray when you’re young like you. There’s only right and wrong, heroes and villains. The rules are clear cut—a playground morality of ethical lines in the sand. Girls like you suffer a delusion that life is about making the right choices, implying there is a right choice in every situation.”

      “There are better choices than others,” I said. 

      “Money.”

      “What?”

      She laughed, more like a cackle. “I said, MONEY. Sharpe was about to cost me a shit ton of it. I wasn’t happy about the way it all went down. I don’t just off everyone who looks at me wrong. I’d have no one left to do business with, would I? This world is full of shitheads who wanna spit at your feet, tell you to fuck off, then gladly buy up your smack. But Sharpe…well he took it too far. He was going to rat out the entire thing. And I just couldn’t have that.”

      “Why? Why would he do that when he knew the risks?”

      “Sometimes people’s morality gets in the way of their common sense.” She shot me a warning glare. “Sharpe finally saw a wrong he couldn’t abide. And it overrode his desire for money. His desire to live.”

      She paused and dragged on her cigarette more. I waited, nerves on edge waiting for the rest of the story. She obliged. 

      “He found out about some shit going down at the res.”

      That’s what Paco had been talking about. Curt dealing to kids at the Maidu reservation.

      “Bunch of drunks and addicts up there anyway. Not my fault they're like diabetics with candy when you flash some smack their way. And I don’t think Sharpe cared too much about all that. But then the girl died, and the kid got involved. And that, Sharpe couldn’t handle.”

      “Paco.”

      “I see you’ve met him,” Willa said. 

      “I’ve met him, yes. And he was terrified. But not of Sharpe. I’m starting to see not even of Curt. He was terrified of you.”

      She grinned like a Cheshire Cat, so proud of her instilled fear. “Wouldn’t you be?”

      I shuddered and didn’t want to admit even to myself that yes, she rattled me to my very core. But I wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction of knowing that. I stared at her hard, unblinking. 

      “He’s just a kid. What did you do to him?”

      She waved away my words with the flick of a hand. “I didn’t do anything to him. I’m not a monster.”

      “Debatable,” I snapped.

      “I pulled him out of that shithole of a res and put him to work. I gave him food and clothes and a chance to go to a real school—not that rotted out one-room cell they call a schoolhouse on that mud pile up there.”

      “He said he lived with his grandma.”

      Willa waved her hand. “Not his real granny. Just one of my old friends I paid to keep him fed. Oh don’t look at me like that. Without me, he’d a been left to the mean fists of his nasty ass drugged-up uncles and whatever man his mom was fucking that day.”

      “Yeah, and who’s fault is it they’re drugged up?”

      Willa shook her head. “Shit, girl. You got no idea what goes on up there. You think people just turn to shooting up because they don’t know what the fuck to do with their Saturday? Still think the world should just be a pocketful of posies, huh? Let me tell you something. If they don’t get it from me, they get it from somewhere. And what do you think is better for this town? Someone like me running things, or opening things back up to the Mexicans to come in and start raping and pillaging?”

      My spine prickled. This ran so much deeper than I understood. 

      Willa walked over to the table and poured a shot of whiskey into a plastic cup. She extended it to me. I shook my head. She swallowed it back in one gulp. 

      “Paco was running things just fine. He was a perfect go-between between the res and the town. Everyone liked that kid. He’s a weird little thing but endearing, you know? His odd little old man face just makes you laugh.” She lit another cigarette. “Then some bastard got it in his mind that Paco might be good for more than just muling. They thought he might be good with his mouth too.”

      My stomach turned over and I thought I might be sick. “You mean…?” I swallowed, trying to keep the bile at bay. 

      Willa sighed. “Travesty. Really fucking sick, these guys. But yeah. Someone thought that. And it was the last thought they had, I tell you what. I don’t tolerate that shit. Like I said, you and I might not share the same values but I’m no monster. I like kids. And so I took care of it the way I take care of things. But that wasn’t good enough for Sharpe. Sharpe thought it was my fault in the first place that Paco was involved. Said if it could happen once, it would happen again. So he set about to take down the whole operation. Even called someone from the outside. He’d already ratted before I’d had the chance to talk sense into him.” She shrugged. “That’s why things had to get a little rough. Had to find out what he’d already squawked about.”

      “So you tortured and murdered him? Just because he wanted to protect an innocent kid?”

      “I didn’t do a thing.”

      “You paid Curt to do it! You made Paco watch.”

      She pointed a bony finger at me. “No. That was all Curt, that sick fuck. He’s all kinds of twisted.”

      “You’re delusional if you think you’re not a monster.”

      Willa slammed her hand on the table, making me jump. “I HANDLED IT. I took care of that sick kiddie fucker. If Sharpe had just left me alone to do my job the way I saw fit then none of this would have happened. He’d still be alive to go about eating up your wheatgrass and live to die another day. But he didn’t. He went above his pay grade and got his ass in too deep. And I’m sorry. I really am. But I couldn’t let him take down the entire operation because his conscience wouldn’t let him sleep.” She met my eyes with a cold, hard stare. “And I’m sorry, but I can’t let you do that either.”

      A chill snaked up my spine. I saw my fate in her chilly, blue eyes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      My heart pounded as the next few moments played out in slow motion. I was plopped into a wooden chair and Logan zip-tied my wrists to the arms, then my ankles. The plastic dug into my skin, but I didn’t wince. I wouldn’t give them any satisfaction.

      Willa looked at Logan. “I need to make a call. You watch her. Watch her.”

      Logan waved her off. “Yeah, got it.”

      “No quickies while I’m gone.” Willa practically giggled to herself as she left the room.

      I stared at Logan. Stared hard. I wanted him to see me. To see what he’d done. But the more I stared at him the more I saw he was just an empty shell. There was nothing there to feel, to care. He’d done what he’d done because that’s what people like him did. Not everyone cared about a sense of morality. Some people were just assholes who would screw over anyone for a buck or their own survival. 

      “Can I have some water?” I said. 

      Logan looked me over, debating, but didn’t move.

      “Do you want me to suffer? What have I ever done to you?” I said. Without saying anything he walked over to the sink in the corner and filled up an old glass that I doubted was clean. But I wasn’t arguing. 

      “Thank you.” He held it to my lips and I drank it down quickly. I knew I would have to pee in about twenty minutes, but I could only solve one ailment at a time. I looked up at him.

      “Why did you do it, Logan?”

      Logan said nothing. Was there a flicker of remorse in those eyes? God, those eyes that had fooled me into believing I could trust him. I thought my trust had been shattered before. I thought my parents had betrayed me. I thought Benji and my friends had abandoned me. But what did I know about trust and betrayal? What did I actually know about the depths of human depravity, about the will to survive against all odds?

      “Logan—"

      “Just shut up, Daphne.”

      “Why? Does it bother you to hear my voice? Does it remind you of all the things you’ve done?”

      He laughed incredulously and shook his head. “God, you really know nothing, do you? Sorry I won’t be taking you to the prom, but that’s life. Get over it.”

      “Just explain it to me. Why is Willa worth the blood on your hands?”

      He walked over to the whiskey bottle on the table. He returned to me, swigged from the bottle, then looked at me in earnest. 

      “Why did you move here, Daphne?”

      That wasn’t the question I expected. “You know why.”

      He shook his head. “No, why did you really move here? Not some bullshit about wanting to find a peaceful life or help some poor mountain hillbillies. What defeated you back in your perfect rich existence that you ran away to hide at the top of a mountain?”

      I opened my mouth to argue but he shot me a warning look like daggers. 

      “Why do you think that’s the case?” I said.

      “I don’t think, Daphne. I know. Because no one does what you did unless they’re running from something. So, what was it?”

      “I just—” I paused and chewed my chapped lips. I tasted the coppery taste of blood. “I just needed a different life. I needed to know there was something better in the world.”

      “Better than a trust fund and a life all laid out for you?”

      “Yes, actually. I know I could never explain it to you in a way you’d understand.”

      “Fucking try me. We got nowhere to be. You wanted to talk so badly, so talk.”

      I sighed, searching for the words. I wasn’t even sure I understood anymore. “I was suffocating.”

      “Under all that privilege?”

      “Yes, actually. I never got to make my own choices. Everything was just laid out for me. Every decision already made.”

      “How horrible. A life plan. A lifetime of wealth.”

      I shook my head and looked away. “I don’t know why I bother.”

      “Fine. Go on. So you wanted to have more say in your destiny.”

      I turned back to him. “Is that so bad? How was I supposed to make a difference in the world when my life was already planned out? Why is everyone else allowed to forge their own path in the world but I have to relegate myself to whatever my parents decided for me before I was even born?”

      “Fair question.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a pack of cigarettes. He extended it to me in offer. 

      “Still don’t have a death wish,” I said.

      “Coulda fooled me.” He lit it and took a long drag before continuing. “You want to know what I think?”

      “Sure, why not.”

      He dragged. “I think you were just afraid.”

      I snorted a laugh. “Right.”

      “I think you cracked under the pressure. Your parents single-handedly built a massive empire worth hundreds of millions. What did you do? Slip out of your mom’s twat into a pile of gold. All you had to do to live that life was simply exist. And the expectations for greatness were too much for you. You knew you could never amount to what they had, so you’d rather just give it all up and run away. You’d rather not even try than risk failing.”

      “You know nothing.”

      He grinned and dragged. “So did you find some purpose here? Is that why you’re like a dog with a bone on this? Because you can finally do something with your life that actually matters?”

      My stomach turned as I processed his words. Was he right? 

      “Sharpe was my friend. A concept I wouldn’t expect you to understand.”

      “Sure. Keep telling yourself that.”

      The door opened then with a bone-chilling creak. Willa stepped through. This time Bess was at her side. Jesus, how deep did this go?

      “How’s our girl?” Willa asked. 

      “Be better if you let me go,” I said. 

      Willa chuckled. “I’m gonna miss you.”

      I sucked in a breath. Was this it? My final moments? It’s strange when the end is near. It’s not what you think it’s going to be.

      Bess came forward. Gone was the mountain Martha Stewart with her corn bread and apron. She stood before me then in ragged jeans and hiking boots. Tight flannel shirt. Silver hair slicked back into a tight knot that looked more assassin chic than Granny Moses. She looked twenty years younger in her militant facade. 

      “Bess. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised,” I said.

      “Oh, honey,” Bess said, her voice all sugar as always. “You really shoulda listened. Don’t you know how many people were looking out for you? Honest to Jesus.”

      “I guess I’m dense.”

      “Mmm. I find the academic types are.” 

      “So what’s next?” I said. 

      Bess sighed, longing and thoughtful. “We need some information, honey.”

      I glanced to Willa. “I see you have everyone but yourself do your dirty work.”

      Willa grinned. “Bess has a certain talent for extracting information. I like to let the experts work.”

      My blood dropped a few degrees but I tried not to let the fear show. “What could I possibly know?”

      “We need to know what you told the cops down in Sac. Or that DEA agent,” Bess said.

      “I didn’t tell them anything.”

      Bess smiled regretfully. “Honey, we know that’s not true. We heard you talk to them. Don’t you know by now we bugged your house?”

      I swallowed. “So then you know what I said.”

      “Well, we know some of it. But what else? I don’t underestimate how clever you are, child. So what don’t we know?”

      She came closer. Her deep-brown eyes bore into me. She gently brushed my hair to the side, tenderly tucking it behind my ear.

      “I—that’s all. Just what you heard. I told them something was up. That I was worried about Sharpe. But that’s it. I didn’t—I don’t—actually know anything. I just found out it was Willa right now.”

      “Mmm,” she said. Then she slapped me with a hard, open palm. My head snapped back, knocking into the concrete wall behind me. I saw spots. 

      “Okay. Try again, honey. What’d you tell them? You tell them about Curt? About Paco?”

      I couldn’t think. My mind was a jumble, racing at Formula 1 speed.

      I opened my mouth to speak but the words were like cement in my mouth. 

      Bess sighed deeply. Her hand came at my jaw again, this time closed fist and so much harder this time. My head snapped to the side. My mouth filled with hot copper. Blood dribbled down my chin. With my hands bound, I couldn’t wipe it away.

      I spat out what I could. “I didn’t tell them about Paco or Curt. I hardly told them anything. Just—just that Jeff and I had found evidence that Sharpe might have been killed.”

      Bess massaged her hand and gently flexed her fingers. “Oh, Jeff. Stupid, unfortunate fucker. You wouldn’t lie to me would you, honey?”

      I shook my head. My jaw throbbed with even the smallest movement. Was it broken? I’d never had a broken bone. I didn’t know what it should feel like.

      “No.” My words sounded dull as my jaw swelled. 

      Bess nodded thoughtfully, but I knew she wasn’t done. In a swift movement her arm rose, and her fist buried into my gut. I gasped as the air bled from my lungs. I choked, hands bound and unable to comfort myself. Before I could find balance again, the toe of her boot came crashing into my shin. It felt like something splintered inside me. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. I could only feel the pain searing through my body. 

      “That’s enough, Bess. Give her a chance to catch her breath,” Willa said. She stepped up and eyed me. “You have anything more to say?”

      I forced myself to meet her cold, calculating stare. I shook my head. “You going to kill me?” I choked out. 

      Willa’s lips spread regretfully. “Yeah. Yeah, girl, I am.”

      “Then why should I even bother?” I said. 

      “Because it’s up to you how you want things to go from here. Your death can be quick and dignified or it can be…messy.” A chill went through me at her cold indifference.

      My gaze flashed to Logan, who was lurking like a shadow in the background. 

      “He can’t help you,” Willa said. “Never had a mind to anyway. I hope you see that by now.”

      I glared at Logan as hard as my throbbing facial muscles would allow. “I see that now.”

      Willa nodded curtly. “Right then. I’m gonna give you some time to think on this. Reflect. I’ll be back soon, and we can see if there’s anything else you want to tell me. We have all night, and you have a lot of pretty teeth.”

      And with that, the three of them left me alone in a dark room.
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      My body ached and my mouth was beyond dusty. I smelled the smoke from outside. It was coming closer. I knew how fast the winds could turn. How quickly the flames could descend on the town. And I’d be trapped in this building to burn alive or die of smoke inhalation or dehydration. No one would know I was in here. My screams would be buried in the roar of fire and commotion. They’d probably never even find my body. Just charred remains, slivers of bone and tissues that withstood the flames. Was it poetic Sharpe and I should meet the same fate in the end?

      I leaned back against the wall and closed my eyes, trying to block out the sting of the smoke creeping in. 

      God I was thirsty. 

      Something sounded from the hall. Footsteps. 

      I stiffened. I didn’t want to face interrogation again. I didn’t want to have to answer questions I had no answers to. 

      Why didn’t they just kill me already? Although I really didn’t want to die.

      The door slowly opened and a pair of dark, beady eyes poked through. I squinted through the dim light to focus. The door closed. The shape moved clumsily through the shadows, then stepped into the sliver of moonlight coming in through the window.

      “Paco?” I whispered. 

      “Hey,” he said curtly. 

      I blinked, confused. Was I really seeing him?

      “Paco? Paco, what are you doing here?”

      “Getting you free, dumb bitch. What you think?” 

      I laughed. I wanted to hug him. 

      “But, how are you here? How did you know?”

      He pulled out his phone and clicked on the flashlight. “Willa came and got me from Sarah’s house. I knew that was gonna happen.”

      I tried to swallow the lump in my throat, but I had no moisture at all. I coughed. “Oh, Paco. I’m so sorry, I—”

      “Nah, it’s okay. Wasn’t your fault. I knew it was gonna go down like that.”

      “You did?”

      He shrugged. “Shit, lady, sometimes you’re pretty dumb. The moment you left, Sarah called Willa and told her what’s up.”

      I closed my eyes. No, not Sarah too.

      “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know Sarah was—” Was what? Dirty? In on it?

      “Not your fault. Sarah’s a nice lady. But everyone in the Ridge is scared of Willa. She runs this place. She’s like our queen,” he was almost smiling as he said it.

      “I heard her talking on the phone. I knew she was gonna take you here. I knew what was up. So after she left, I followed.”

      He set the phone down and angled it to shine a light on us. Then he pulled a wooden pocketknife from his jeans and pressed it to the zip ties on my ankles, popping the plastic loose with a tug. 

      “Why are you helping me when you know she’s so dangerous?”

      Paco paused for a moment, knife in hand. He sighed. “Sharpe was cool, man. He was trying to help me. And he was good to the people on the res. Ain’t right what they did to him. And I didn’t want them to do you like that too.”

      My heart softened. It wasn’t too late for this kid. His humanity was still intact despite everything that had been done to him. The resilience of children was incredible. 

      “Lean forward,” he said. 

      I obeyed and he sliced through the ties on my wrists. The ties popped off and I exhaled with relief to have full range of motion again. 

      I rotated my shoulders and ankles. 

      “Thank you, Paco. Thank you so much. You’re a good person.”

      Paco’s tanned cheeks turned crimson and he looked away. “Whatever. No problem. But you gotta get outa here or I just got myself killed for nothing.”

      I forced myself to my feet. “How do I get out? I don’t even know where we are.”

      His eyes went to the window. “You’re pretty small. If you climb on my shoulders, you can squeeze through there.”

      I eyed him warily. He was just a child—but he was rather stout. 

      “Once you’re out, run into the woods. We’re on the west end, near the edge of town. The firemen have lines set up around the perimeter of the town. Just run like hell till you get there. Cause soon as she finds you gone, she gonna come after you. And she won’t risk you escaping twice. Hear me?”

      “What about you? Come with me.”

      “Nah. Don’t worry about me. I got plenty of hiding places till she leaves. Not my first time.” He grinned, teeth crooked and beaming in the dim light.

      “I’ll send help for you.”

      He shrugged. “Yeah. Whatever. Cool.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Just go already, shit.”

      Paco got down on his hands and knees below the window. I sighed and braced myself to use him as a step stool. I thrust myself up and out.
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      I slipped from the barn into the smoky night. The air was thick and muggy, coating my skin with a gray, ashy film. My head was in a blur, a fog. I couldn’t even feel the pain anymore. I couldn't stop to think. I could only move. One foot in front of the other. The sounds around me blurred. The sound of my feet hitting the verge beneath me. The sound of the wind howling through the dried-out pines. The roar of the fire in the distance. The slight chatter of voices coming over the ravine.

      A glow hummed over the distant horizon of mountains where the flames climbed. I kept my eyes trained on that beacon. The smoke closed in on me as I moved. Voices carried on the wind ahead of me. I was surrounded by a cacophony of wind and voices and flames.

      Just keep moving, Daphne. Your life literally depends on it. 

      I pushed on. The smoke crept into my lungs, burning, scratching with ashen talons. I forced my way, cursing myself for not being a practiced runner despite the pain pulsing in my leg. Yoga was getting me nowhere right now. But my meditative mind was. I just needed to breathe, to focus, to stay sharp. 

      The sharp branches sliced at me as I moved through the trees. The smoke was getting heavier, stinging my eyes, choking me. I tried not to cough, not wanting to alert anyone of my whereabouts. The fire was causing unnatural heat in the air, the normal chilly autumn night long gone. I heard the low murmur of voices behind me. Or in front of me. I was so disoriented I had no spatial awareness. 

      My leg throbbed but I bit through the pain. The adrenaline helped. I had never been so afraid, but I had also never had such clarity. My survival was the only thing on my mind now. The only thing driving me forward.

      Finally, through the thick blanket of smoke on the glowing horizon, I spotted a group of people huddled closely. Salvation. I sped up, my leg and jaw throbbing, my lungs burning. I dared not look behind me. The group turned toward me at the sound of my approach. One leaned in and whispered to another. I finally came close enough to slow. I thought I might pass out from exertion and pain. As I got closer, I saw it was two men and one woman.

      “Hey, what the hell? You okay, girl?” One of the men asked. They were all dressed in clothing appropriate to the conditions, but didn’t look like firefighters. Maybe they were a civilian task force of some kind. 

      I coughed from the smoke and struggled for breath but finally composed myself. I came to a halt a few feet from them. I folded over, coughing and choking. I rested my hands on my knees.

      Catching my breath, I nodded. “I’m okay. I’m okay now. But I need help.”

      The woman came closer and rested a hand on my shoulder. “Hey, take a breath, best you can in this smoke. What’s going on? Why are you out here in this mess in the middle of the night?”

      “Shit, don’t you know how dangerous it is outside?” One of the men said.

      I breathed and then met the woman’s eyes. She was probably middle age, but a hard middle age. Heavy lines encircled deep-brown eyes. Broad shouldered and thick, she wore a chambray shirt over black hiking pants tucked into tall outdoor boots.

      “Here, drink this,” the woman pressed a plastic water bottle to my mouth. I drank greedily, feeling as though I’d never quench the desert in my throat. I stopped just shy of draining it. I straightened up and handed it back. “Thank you.”

      She rubbed my back maternally. “No problem. Hey, now, whatcha doing out here? Haven’t you gotten the alerts? Fire’s closing in. Not safe to be out.”

      I opened my mouth to speak but had the sudden realization that I didn’t know these people. Why the hell were they out here in the middle of a raging fire in the middle of the night? On further examination they didn’t look like they were operating on any kind of task force. I scanned the scene. They all wore heavy trail boots and all-weather pants. Two brand-new trucks were parked with their lights on, chrome wheels glinting in the eerie moonlight. The beds were covered in dark tarps. A sinking feeling settled into my gut. Alarm bells went off rapid fire in my brain. 

      Shit. 

      I had stumbled on a grow.

      They were probably out here trying to save the crop from the impending fires.

      I stepped back. All three stiffened. 

      “I just um, got a flat tire,” I said.

      The taller of the men came closer. “Where’s your car?”

      “Just, uh. Back a bit. I, uh, I should go.”

      “Thought you needed help?” The tall man came toward me slowly. I swallowed hard. I shook my head. 

      “No, I’ll be alright. Which way is back to the village?”

      “Why don’t we help you back? I can drive you into town,” the woman said. 

      “No, that’s okay. Just point me in the right direction.” I turned to slowly walk away. I couldn’t run, I knew. They would chase me and I was no match with my throbbing leg. Not to mention I really had no idea where I was and they probably knew these woods like the back of their hand. I needed to convince them to just let me wander off. 

      “Yeah, you know we can’t let you do that,” the man said. “Ain’t safe.” He came at me then, aggressively. 

      My heart pounded. I had no choice but to jump. I turned and made to run, but he was lightning fast. He grabbed me and yanked me back.

      “Just hold your horses, girl. I’m not gonna hurt you. But you’re gonna tell me what you’re doing out here.”

      “I just have a flat. I told you.”

      He shook his head. “You know we all got a shelter-in-place warning. So why are you out? Trying to skip town for some reason?”

      “I didn’t see whatever it is you’re doing out here, okay? Just let me get back to town. I’m not going to say anything to anyone.”

      The man grinned, a silver tooth catching in the moonlight. “I don’t think so. No one in town cares what we do out here. But you’re obviously not from here, are you? So we can’t have you running back to Sacramento or wherever it is you’re from and telling anyone what we do for fun around here.”

      “I swear I won’t. I wouldn’t even know who to tell or what to tell. I don’t know anything.” My mind was reeling from smoke and exhaustion and fear.

      “We’ll see.” He thrust me into the other man who secured both my hands behind my back with a meaty paw.

      “Should we call it in, Rick?” the woman asked.

      Tall man—Rick—deliberated for a moment then came to a conclusion. He pulled his cell from his pants pocket and pressed a button. 

      “Yeah, hey. We got a random chick running around out here by the grow. Know anything about that? Youngish. Skinny.” Then his eyes scanned me over and his mouth turned up in a rueful grin. “Yeah. Sounds like her. That so? How ’bout that. I’ll keep her here. Yeah, sure thing, Willa.” 

      Oh god.

      He clicked the phone off and smiled at me. “Seems we have a mutual friend.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      With my hands once again bound with zip ties, I sat in the dirt trying not to breathe in the smoke. Luckily they hadn’t gagged me or I might have actually suffocated. 

      My three captors convened in a circle to deliberate in low whispers—how to best hide my body, I imagined. I tried desperately to form a plan, but I was coming up horribly short. What could I do? I’d never outrun them. There was nowhere to hide where they wouldn’t know to look. I had been outwitted. My education, my bank account—it meant nothing up here. Willa had won.

      Finally, the sound of tires caught everyone’s attention. A truck tore through the moonlight and smoke and pulled up to our little assembly. The headlights were on full beam, blinding against the darkness. The driver’s door opened and Willa slipped from the truck cab, one long skinny leg at a time. 

      She ambled toward me. Boots crunching, blonde hair wild in the hot wind. Dark circles encased her pale eyes. A gothic specter of death come to collect.

      “You’re a more formidable foe than I anticipated, I’ll give you that,” Willa said, her voice gravelly. She stopped in front of me. 

      “Never underestimate,” I said dryly. I wanted to laugh. I was inhaling borrowed breath.

      “How’d you manage to slip your noose? Logan have a change of heart?” I said nothing. She snickered. “You’re loyal, I’ll give you that. Sharpe woulda appreciated that about you.”

      My three new friends came toward us.

      “What’s this about, Willa?” Rick asked. 

      “Nothing for you to worry about, Rick. Daphne and I just have a little business to finish.”

      “Should we be concerned about anything?” the woman said. 

      “Nope. Go about your business. You all go protect the grow. I’ll handle this.”

      Rick seemed hesitant to obey but it would seem Willa’s command was a royal decree in these parts.

      “C’mon, Rick,” the woman said.

      Rick reluctantly agreed and motioned for the others to follow. A few minutes later, their truck doors were slamming and taillights were fading into the smoky night. 

      I was alone with Willa. 

      She knelt beside me. She stroked my hair tenderly. “I originally had zero intention of killing you, Daphne. I really did.”  

      “Then don’t.”

      She laughed. “You’re a funny girl, know that? I gave you so many chances. Everyone did. Told you to leave it alone. Told you to go. Why didn’t you listen? Goddammit, why didn’t you listen?” She sighed heavily, her breath ragged in the smoky air. 

      “You know why. I couldn’t,” I said.

      “Morality will be the downfall every time.” She stood upright. Her right hand moved behind her and in a moment a pistol was glinting in the moonlight. I shook my head fervently. 

      “Please, Willa. Please don’t do this.”

      “I want you to know I respect you. And Sharpe woulda been grateful for what you tried to do. You were just in over your head. And I’m sorry about that.”

      “Willa, please,” I choked out.

      “Just close your eyes. It goes quick. I’m a good shot. You won’t feel it.” She raised the gun to my head. I wanted to cry but my tears were frozen. My regrets all burst to the surface. I thought of my parents, of my friends back home. I thought of Benji and the anger I’d held on to at his betrayal. I wanted to forgive it all. Let it all go. I thought of the petty things I let stand between me and my parents. How I’d let my own pride and ideals drive a wedge between us. How I’d take it all back and find a way to work together. 

      But it was too late. I just hope they’d somehow know how I felt. I hoped they’d at least have a body to bury and not a pile of ash. I doubted it. I closed my eyes. 

      A crack sounded.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The pain did not come. 

      “Fuck!” Willa’s voice ripped through the air. My eyes snapped open. 

      A flaming branch had fallen in front of me. Willa was sprawled to the side, clearly knocked off-balance. 

      My instinct took over. I sprang to my feet and without a second thought to my surroundings, my bound wrists, or the pain in my leg, bolted into the night. My lungs burned from the diet of steady smoke, but I couldn’t afford to slow. I pushed on. 

      Faint voices echoed behind me, blending with the crackle of the flames and distant shouts of firefighters on the front line. I needed to follow their voices, get to safety. Pray there was at least one person not on Willa’s payroll. 

      “Daphne! It’s no use. You won’t get far,” Willa’s voice was enraged behind me. A feral animal out for blood. I had no doubt that if she caught me this time, she’d rip out my jugular without a second thought. 

      A shot fired in the night behind me. Shit, shit. Run faster, breathe. 

      I moved faster than I thought my body was capable of, even with my bindings and injury. The will to survive carried me over fallen branches and scattered debris. Some basal instinct helped my eyes forge a path through the burning dark. I tightened my core to find balance without the aid of my arms. It’s moments like that where you realize how every part of your body works together like a fine-tuned machine. Take away a limb or a sense and your entire existence is out of alignment. The horizon grew closer. Either the voices were nearer or my hearing was adapting. Either way, I was almost there. Almost free.

      And then I tripped.

      The world spun and I tumbled. My face smacked into the dirt floor, catching something sharp. Hot copper pooled inside my mouth, and everything throbbed and burned.

      “Oh, Daphne, Daphne,” Willa’s voice cackled behind me. “That little stunt just pissed me off.”

      Tears welled up and I finally felt myself breaking against my resolve. I was going to die here in the dirt. My body would burn in the approaching flames. I no longer cared what she did to me.

      “Go to hell, Willa,” I choked out.

      She chuckled. “Already there, baby girl.”

      The flames roared beside me.

      Another branch cracked. 

      And then a shriek. Willa’s shriek.

      I forced myself to roll over. My eyes stung against the thick smoke and heat. I blinked through the haze and saw her. She lay on the charred forest floor, a large tree branch splayed across her middle. She was choking and wheezing. I pushed myself up and crawled to her. I examined her and saw the branch piercing her abdomen.

      She coughed and blood spewed from her lips. Her bloodshot eyes found me in the dark.

      “Well done, baby girl,” she coughed out. “I’m proud of you.”

      “Willa. I’ll get help,” I said. I didn’t know why. She’d tried to kill me. But I couldn’t just leave her there to burn.

      Her lips curled into a grin. “You win. Don’t waste your victory.”

      Before I could retort or do anything at all, her eyes rolled back. Her final breath joined the smoky air. The Devil had come to collect.

      I fell back on my heels, the emotion tearing through my body. I shivered despite the heat. I could barely breathe. The world spun around me. The flames closed in. 

      And then it all went dark.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Awareness came back to me in a slow reel—small shapes in shades of black and white, one at a time. I was floating through time and space. My body was detached from my mind. I sucked in a breath. It was clean. No more smoke, no smoldering ash. I breathed again, tasting the freedom in it. 

      My eyes peeled open, the bright lights and dry air painfully assaulting. It took a moment to adjust, for my mind to process. I was in a bed. Tubes pierced my arms. A hospital bed. Oh my god, I was thirsty. I pushed myself up and bells and beeps sounded. 

      A petite woman rushed to my side. Mint-green scrubs and dark hair in a neat bun. A nurse. 

      I tried to blink the pieces into place.

      “What’s going on?” I said, my voice a croaked whisper. The words burned a trail up my throat.

      “Shh, try not to talk too much. Here,” the nurse handed me a cup of water with a reusable pink, bendy straw. I took a long, rejuvenating gulp of ice water. I met her eyes expectantly. 

      “Where am I?”

      “Chico Medical Center Hospital.”

      I stiffened. Chico? How did I—“Why?”

      She rested a hand on mine. “It’s okay. You’re okay. Do you remember anything?”

      I rubbed my temple. “Um, the fire—”

      “It’s a bad one. They’ve evacuated most of the ridge. You suffered some pretty severe smoke inhalation and second-degree burns. You also have a few fractures. Leg. Wrist. Jaw. You’re lucky to be alive though. Much longer in that smoke and you likely would have died.”

      Nice bedside manner, I thought. But still I nodded gratefully. I racked my brain for lost memories. Small slivers came back to me. Collapsing in the woods, the flames closing in. Voices approaching. Hands lifting me. Riding in a car? Probably an ambulance. 

      As though seeing my confusion, the nurse filled in the blanks. “The Cal Fire crew found you in the woods passed out. They immediately got you into an ambulance. Got you pumped and stabilized. Once the lines cleared, they got you through and down to the hospital.”

      “Did they…” How did I ask? “Did they find anyone else there?”

      Her eyes twitched uncertainly—either not knowing or not wanting to be the one to tell me anything. “I don’t know any more details. You’ll probably have to ask the detectives in charge.”

      Once again, met with vagueness. I was no longer surprised. I fell back against the bed.

      “Okay. Thanks. Can I have more water?”

      She refilled my cup and helped me down another.

      “I’ll take over,” a deep male voice said. We turned toward the voice. A man in a well-cut suit stood in the doorway. Youngish, roguishly handsome. He flashed a gold badge. The nurse nodded and stood. 

      “Right. Just press your button if you need anything,” she said and left. 

      The man came into the room and shut the door. 

      “How ya feeling, Daphne?”

      “Been better. But I’m alive, which is a nice surprise. And who are you?”

      “Special Agent Beck Graham, DEA. You’ve been through a lot.”

      “Am I under arrest?” I asked, my mind a thick cloud. 

      He chuckled. “Arrest? Hardly. I should be thanking you really. You did a pretty amazing thing up there. Probably stupid as all hell, but incredibly brave, nonetheless. Mind if I sit?” I shook my head. He pulled a chair close to my bed. “Willa Tull had a pretty nasty thing going on in Sierra Ridge. Drugs, weapons. More sins yet to uncover. A lot of blood on her old spotty hands.”

      “Paco? Is he okay?”

      “That’s the kid? Yeah, he’s okay. We located him shortly after we found you.”

      "How—how did you know to look?”

      “Buddy of mine in Sac PD gave me a heads-up that something weird might be going on up here. Mentioned your name. When they found you, you were rambling about someone named Paco. Pieces started to fall into place.”

      “Where is he? Paco?”

      “He’s with social services in Sacramento right now until we can figure out what to do with him.”

      “He’s from the Maidu reservation.”

      “Yeah, we know. But we can’t just release him until we can establish next of kin. The sovereign laws don’t apply to child endangerment. But I’m sure they’re doing their best to get him resettled up there with his family. Wish I could offer a better resolution, but that’s life.”

      I had so many questions. Questions I knew I would never get the answers to even if I could coherently form them. 

      “I also thought you should know they’ve positively identified the remains you found as belonging to John Edmund Sharpe. I was briefed on the situation that had transpired over the past few weeks with your search of him. I’m sorry for your loss. But we’re grateful for your dedication to see justice done.”

      I closed my eyes and nodded. I already knew he was gone. I hadn’t needed a positive DNA test for that. But hearing the irrefutable evidence was the final nail. Perhaps now I could properly grieve. 

      “Who told you?” I asked.

      “The sheriff up there. Ron Connelly. He told us what you’d been up to.” I opened my mouth to speak but Graham cut me off. “Before you say it, we know he was dirty. But it was pretty petty compared to the other shit going down up there. He’s mostly guilty of just keeping his mouth closed when he shouldn’t have. But in exchange for opening his mouth now, he’ll get a deal. So it goes.”

      I sighed. To be expected. It was how these things went. Some of the baddies always got away.

      “The kid let us know where to find the remains. Once we got him talking, he let it all spill. He thinks very fondly of you, Ms. Barlow. Without your help his life might have gone very differently.”

      My face was too busted to smile, but I warmed on the inside.

      “Sharpe had a daughter I think,” I said.

      “We’re tracking her down.”

      “And Curt?”

      “He the Nazi? We found his body. Slit throat. The working assumption was Willa was tying up loose ends.”

      “And Logan?”

      “Logan?”

      “Yes, Logan Foley. I think that’s his last name anyway. What will happen to him?”

      Graham looked at me curiously for a moment then shook his head. “Sorry, we haven’t come across him yet. Is he a player we should know?”

      Huh. So Logan had managed to get away, the slippery bastard. Figured. He seemed like a survivor above all else. That probably wasn’t even his real name. Had he actually ever truly worked as an informant? I exhaled. I wasn’t sure I even cared anymore. Willa was dead. Curt was dead. Sharpe was at peace and Paco was safe. And I was alive. I had to take the wins where I could.

      I shook my head. “He’s no one.”

      “Excuse me?” The nurse had popped her head into the room again. “Sorry to interrupt, but you have a visitor, Daphne.”

      Agent Graham stood. “It’s alright. We’re done for now. But I might have some follow-up questions. Keep your phone on.” 

      I forced a smile. “Sure. Whatever I can do.”

      “Take care of yourself, Ms. Barlow.”

      Graham left and the nurse opened the door wider. My breath caught as my mom stepped through. Gone were the pretentious linen and bangles, replaced with faded Levi’s and a loose white tee shirt. Tears glistened in her hazel eyes. Genuine tears, not the kind she mustered for the camera. A hint of mascara ran down her flushed cheeks.

      “Oh, Daphne,” she said before rushing to me and throwing her arms around me. Nothing else needed to be said in that moment. I let myself fall into the long-forgotten comfort of her arms.
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      My world would never be the same. What a cliché, but also such an understatement. A near-death experience will forever alter the fabric of your core. It seemed everything I’d ever believed about the world, about myself, had been shattered and rebuilt. I would spend the rest of my life slowly gluing the pieces back together.

      In perhaps the biggest plot twist for me, my parents said nothing condescending about the whole fiasco, or anything other than pure support. They offered me comfort and solace, a place to go home to. My mother never once said I told you so. For all of our differences and the bad blood between us, they loved me. That was evident. 

      I sat in the living room of my parents' Berkeley Hills mansion with sweeping panoramic views of the San Francisco Bay. The thick fog was closing in as dusk settled, dancing around the Bay Bridge to one side, the iconic Golden Gate on the other. In the distance I could see the stirring waves crash against the rocks of Angel Island. How fortunate we were to have such a place to call home. 

      I was no longer so ignorant of the vast differences between Sierra Ridge and the sprawling metropolis of the coast. Only a few short hours divided us and yet we were worlds away. While California had been facing a lot of problems over the last few years—rising crime, fires, housing costs, income inequality—small towns like Sierra Ridge were facing their own unique issues completely separate from ours. There in that slice of rural America, rugged individualism was still prized, but so was the pragmatism that was beginning to trump traditional disdain for government.

      I knew now how rural communities across the country were facing two persistent issues—drugs and economic stagnation. Sierra Ridge wasn’t any different. I supposed I’d known these things academically before, but it was an entirely different thing to see it unfolding before you. It was entirely different to have its quest for survival trying to kill you.

      The plans for our new branch of the Daphne’s Naturals Foundation were spread out on the table in front of me, flanked by cups of our new proprietary Mountain Serenade tea, specially sourced from an avant-garde tea farmer in rural Mississippi. I thought it tasted a little like pine cones, but I didn’t have the heart to tell Mom. She’d been really proud of it.

      “We’ll need the publicity to be delicate on this one. I think we just curate the list for the gala, and we won’t have to worry about being accused of sensationalism,” Mom said.

      “Mom. I told you, just be authentic. That’s what this whole endeavor is about.”

      “Yes, but you don’t want to be seen as capitalizing on that man’s horrible death—”

      “Mom. I lived it. I think I’m allowed to tell the story.”

      She smiled, waving her hand. “Yes, you’re right. I’m sorry. Are you sure you don’t want to do it at the Legion of Honor? It’s such a beautiful building. And we have the gala there every year.”

      I shot her a warning glare. “Mother. If you’re putting me in charge of the Foundation, then we’re doing things my way.”

      She clutched her tea. “Yes, yes. Okay. The Oakland Art Center it is.”

      “The Legion is beautiful, of course. But the idea is that in addition to the Foundation we’re supporting up-and-coming creators from underserved areas in the process.”

      She sighed deeply but for once in my life with satisfaction, not regret. “You’ve found your calling, Daphne. I’m proud of you.”

      “Do you mean that?”

      “I do. I should have tried harder to understand you. Besides, your passion is good for business.” She shot me a wink.

      My parents had been surprisingly receptive to the idea of expanding the Daphne’s Naturals Foundation. The John Edmund Sharpe Grant—providing nutrition and lifestyle education to rural communities. There was a lot of effort being made to the urban communities—providing healthy school lunches and WIC vouchers. And that was important work. But I’d realized there was an entire population that was forgotten, ignored by the outside world. Kids like Paco, senior citizens like Sharpe, slowly fading away into nonexistence. 

      The mountain trails weren’t the only thing lost up there. Maybe I could find a way to find them again.

      “You know, I think this tea tastes a little like pine cones,” Mom said.

      
        
        The End
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