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Prologue
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Claire rushed down the trail, pushing aside branches lashing at her arms and face as she descended into the woods. She paused to glance behind her in a small clearing. They paused too, just outside of her sight. All she could make out were two images glowing yellow and blue, and one more presence in black that engulfed everything surrounding it. 

“Come to us, Claire,” they whispered. 

She continued down the makeshift trail, her shoulder-length brown hair whipping her face in the biting wind. She knew this path. It wasn’t part of the official hiking trail, but it had been carved out in recent years for other purposes. It should lead to—yes, she saw it up ahead! She slipped off the trail and hid behind a tree, pressing her back against it and taking slow deep breaths. She listened to see if they passed. After two minutes ticked by on her wristwatch without another sound, she glanced around the tree. 

Nothing. But then again, the woods are deceptive. She crept toward the dilapidated cabin, just out of sight of the path, careful to avoid stepping on any twigs, fallen branches, or low spots that might trip her. Somehow, she knew where they all were. 

She reached the door and darted inside, closing it behind her silently and leaning her head against it, finally allowing herself to gasp for the air that wouldn’t seem to fill her lungs. 

“What are you looking for, Claire?”

She spun to face the yellow presence behind her. It was in the shape of a person. Claire blinked several times, but the image wouldn’t clear. The person, or rather the presence, seemed familiar. It was as if Claire once knew her well, but the memory was a phantom of things gone by. She pulled her short body as straight as she could, still blinking to clear her vision.  “Do I know you?”

The image cleared to a woman her height with long brown hair and large eyes so dark that they seemed black.  “You did once. Detective Claire Barnes. It’s been a long time.”

Claire shook her head. “I don’t remember you. When did we meet before?”

The woman smiled sadly. “Give it time.” 

“Where are we?” Claire said, looking at the dusty computer equipment around the cabin. “Weren’t you just chasing me?”

“Yes, and no. It’s complicated. I’m trying to help you. I know what you face, and I know what you need. I just don’t know if it’s for the best.”

“How can you know?” Claire gasped. “I don’t know you, and you don’t know what’s happening. I thought the Simone Dawkins case coming to trial would help us find closure to all the tragedy, but then everything came unraveled. Evidence that was conclusive was suddenly tainted and—”

“It’s coming undone,” the woman in yellow said. 

“Exactly.” Claire studied the woman, thinking. Wait, that face, and the Simone Dawkins trial. “I do know you. It was when all of that happened, with the murders and the office fire. Didn’t you work for Simone at Goodard Graphics, the advertising company? I talked to someone, a young woman. But no, she didn’t look like you. She was someone different. Her hair was shorter and she was taller than you.” Claire’s’ brow furrowed. “She left after the arrest; I think.” Claire ran her hand over her pale face. “What’s wrong with me? I can’t get my head on straight. I have to go on the bench in a couple of weeks to testify, and I can’t remember anything. Its bits and pieces; almost like a dream.”

“It will come back together, but I’m not the one you need. You need the one that can set things right in Tanger Falls, for once and for all.”

“Who?”

“The one who tore it apart. She didn’t mean to, but it is what it is.” The woman in yellow paused. “She’s the only one that can make it right.” The woman held out her hand, revealing a round ruby ring in a yellow-gold setting. Claire took it and held it up to a ray of moonlight shining through the slits in the boards over the cabin windows. Of course. That was it! 

The light was blocked by a blue light shining outside the window. Claire gasped and shoved the ring in her pocket. Wait, that pocket was large. She looked down and was shocked to find herself wearing her pink bathrobe over white flowered pajamas. 

“Don’t worry about that,” the woman in yellow said. “Go now. Find her before its too late. Find her before it comes undone.”

“Who?” Claire asked as the door exploded to reveal the blue and black presences rushing in to encircle the woman in yellow. 

Claire screamed as she jerked awake, staring around her bedroom. She gasped for breath until she realized her cell phone was vibrating on the bedside table. She jerked it up. 

IT’S COMING UNDONE.

She wiped the sweat off her forehead. What did these dreams mean? Who was that woman in yellow? What did the ruby ring mean? That ring was the one piece of evidence that put Simone in jail. The piece that Simone claimed was never hers, and that her ex-husband and son verified. The one piece suddenly wiped clean of conclusive evidence. The one piece of evidence that suddenly didn’t fit. The biggest piece of the case that had come undone.

The ruby ring. The bane of the Simone Dawkins case. It belonged to ...  

“Ruby Josen,” Claire whispered.

She remembered it all.  
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“Oliver!” Macy said, jumping from her seat in the café. “It’s been too long. I’m glad to see you!” She stood and hugged Oliver, her blonde bob cut swinging around her face.

Oliver smiled sheepishly as he returned her hug and smoothed his short blonde hair down. “It’s good to see you too. You look good.” He studied the diner walls covered in western themed photos and items with wide green eyes. “So, you settled in Scottsdale.  I knew you moved here with your Dad. What made you decide to stay?” He asked, lowering his tall thin frame into the seat across from her.

She smiled as she sipped her coffee. “Two things. Dad and college. He’s happy here and decided to accept a permanent assignment with his company in Phoenix, so I figured what the heck?  There’s no reason to leave.” She held out her right hand, flashing a gold college ring with a maroon stone. “I graduated from Arizona State with a Bachelor’s Degree in Business Technology last month.” 

“Congratulations! You’ve done well these past, what’s it been, three years?”

“Three and a half,” she said, poking at her omelet. “Do you want me to flag down the waiter? This place has the best omelets.”

“No,” Oliver said. “How’s life treating you?”

“I love it. I was overwhelmed at first. Phoenix is huge, so I moved here. It’s not too far, and I’m still close to Dad and the University. It’s beautiful, and the weather is nice.” She shrugged. “I can’t say I miss having winter, although the nights get cold enough here this time of year. And the water.” She scrunched her face. 

Oliver laughed. “You’re in the desert. Water isn’t easy to come by.”

“They said I’d get used to it, but I still haven’t,” Macy said. 

Oliver laughed. “Bad ground water is a small price to pay for a nice climate. It’s eighty degrees in early January. You can’t beat eternal summer.” He paused and looked around. “How’s your father?”

Macy stared out the window, her blue eyes glistening as she thought. “It was tough at first, when Katrina left him just after the mess in Tanger Falls. He didn’t understand why she vanished.” She sighed and took another bite of her omelet, chewing thoughtfully. “I don’t either, but I’m not questioning it. I can’t say I missed that witch. My relationship with Dad has been better with her gone.”

“I imagine it has been. Sometimes, strange things work out for the best.”

Ruby nodded. “It was for the best, and he’s realized that over the past couple of years. He felt bad about getting tangled up with her so soon after Mom died and he had to work through that, but he’s adjusting to life better now. Thanks for helping us reconnect, by the way. I think it was good for both of us. We never mourned for Mom properly, and it gave us a chance to move on properly.”

“I’m glad I could help,” Oliver said. “I know Denise wanted to hold off on the reunion, but Simone’s arrest took the attention from you.” He shrugged. “You and your father need each other, and it looks like it’s done both of you good to move out here.”

Macy nodded. “I’m working for another advertising agency here in town. I worked part time while I went to school, like I did when I started with Goodard Graphics. They’re putting me on full-time as their executive secretary of client relations the first of February, so I have almost three weeks to get ready for a return to the full-time workforce.” She lowered her head. “Thanks for your help with the money you wired me. I used it as a down payment on my condo. It helped to get my payments down to something I can afford. I got a car too. Nothing fancy, but it’s good enough to get around.”

“Don’t thank me, thank your Mom,” Oliver said. “I found an account that was never closed out.”

“Really?” Macy furrowed her brow. “I vaguely remember her saying she was saving money for retirement. Maybe that was it.” 

“I’m glad you put it to good use,” Oliver said. “I knew you could use all the help you could get. That was what, six months after you left Tanger Falls?”

Macy nodded. “Dad and I moved out here about six months after all of that happened.”

“You’ve done well and made good decisions in your new life.”

“Between that money and Dad helping with my tuition, it made a difference. I can’t thank either of you enough. It’s hard for a single woman to make it financially.”

“I understand,” Oliver said, “and the way you’ve blossomed is enough thanks for me, and your Dad too, I’m sure.”

“I’ll be glad to finally be financially stable. I hope things will level out in the next few months.”

“You deserve it.” He paused and pulled a small box out of his pocket. “I have a confession to make. I’ve been discretely checking up on you every now and then, and I knew you went back to school. I intended to surprise you by coming to graduation, but I got sent on an urgent assignment.” He handed her the box. “It’s a little something to celebrate the new life you’ve created.”

“Oliver, you didn’t have to get me anything.” She gasped as she opened the box to reveal a bracelet of shiny black beads. “It’s beautiful! Are these pearls?”

“It’s obsidian. It’s a volcanic rock. It has grounding powers.” He said, as he helped her clasp the bracelet on her right arm. 

“Grounding powers? What does that mean?”

“It keeps you stable. It’s a shield to strengthen your virtues.”

“There hasn’t been any harm here, except for triple degree heat three seasons of the year.” Macy laughed. “I didn’t take you for the superstitious type.”

Oliver blushed. “I’m not; it’s just something I thought you’d like. Something with positive energy is good to have around, whether you believe in the folklore or not.”

Macy stared at the smooth black stones. “Thanks. I like it.”

“Enjoy it. I’m proud of you for getting your life together.”

Macy’s smile dropped. “Thank you, Oliver. I’ve done all right, but still—”

“Now we get to why you called me.”

“The trial is coming up.” Macy sipped her coffee. “I saw something on one of my news apps. I can’t help but wonder what would have happened if I had stayed in Tanger Falls. I know Simone didn’t murder Millie and Phillip or set that office fire, and there’s a good chance that she’ll get the death penalty. I don’t feel right about leaving her to answer for a mess that I had as much of a hand in making as she did.” She shuddered, despite the blast of warm air that blew in as a customer walked in the door. “Let’s face it, Oliver, a lot of it was my fault. Maybe all of it. Is it right for her to pay the price?”

“Macy, listen to me,” Oliver said, taking her hand. “You did the best thing. Simone did plenty to keep things going in the direction they went, and she contributed more to that mess than anybody else. Things in Tanger Falls aren’t the same as they were when you left. It’s changed, and not for the better.”

“It’s my fault. I’m the one that got mixed up with Bryce.”

“If it hadn’t been you, it would have been someone else.” Oliver said. “He was looking for someone to latch onto for his mischief. Yes, you made poor choices, but so did Simone. Millie and Phillip made their own destructive choices that had nothing to do with you or with Bryce. It wasn’t just you. Everybody paid the price for their decisions. Some more than others, granted, but they did.” He shook his head. “There’s no point in you going back. No good can come of it, so leave it alone. If it makes you feel any better, they moved the trial to Memphis so Simone could get an impartial jury.” He squeezed her hand. “Don’t worry. That’s not your world anymore.”

“I think she’s trying to find me,” Macy said.

“Who?”

“Simone, or somebody that knows her.” Macy took back her hand and pulled out her pink cell phone. “I’ve gotten a lot of calls lately. Wrong numbers, I thought at first. I didn’t answer them. But when I looked, they all had an East Tennessee area code. How is that possible? I got a new number when I moved out here, and this phone is in my current name.” She turned the phone toward Oliver. 

Oliver scrolled through the list. “That is strange.”

“It hasn’t happened a lot, but enough that I don’t think it’s a mistake or random.”

“When did it start?”

“The first call was the day before I graduated, which was a couple of weeks before Christmas.” 

“So the calls started three weeks ago.”

Macy shrugged. “There may have been a few calls before then, but I didn’t pay attention. I was swamped in early December with work deadlines and finals. At first, I blocked the numbers, but they kept coming from different numbers. Still with that same area code, though.”

Oliver nodded. “If you’ll give me access to your cloud backup on this phone, I’ll look into it.” 

“Thanks,” she said, taking her phone back. “I hate to sound paranoid. It’s lousy timing that this case comes to trial right when my life is getting back on track. Maybe it’s somebody chasing a lead as a last ditch effort.”

“Let me look into it.”

She sipped her coffee. “Thanks, Oliver.”

“I promised to help you, and I’ll see it through to the end.” He stood. “Don’t let this bother you. I’ll take care of it. I’ll be back in touch, OK? I’ll use a local number next time so it won’t confuse you with this,” he said, gesturing to her phone. 

She stood to hug him again. “Thanks for being a good friend, Oliver. I wish you lived out here. I could use a guardian angel to help me out.”

“You’ve done fine on your own.”

The phone on the table vibrated. Macy picked it up to find a text plastered on her screen.

IT’S COMING UNDONE.

Oliver grabbed the phone and poked around. He paled as he pulled up the origin code. 

“Oliver, what is it?” Macy asked. 

He dropped the phone onto the table. “A talk I hoped we wouldn’t need to have.”
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“You can’t be serious,” Captain Frank Nellins said, rubbing his brown eyes. Claire knew how he felt, even before he walked into her office with his short grey hair mussed and deepening lines on his face. He had been Captain of the Tanger Falls Police Force for three years. The Simone Dawkins case had been a thorn in his side the entire time, especially since it all went down six months before he came on the force and he had to play catch-up on the case. She felt sorry for him, but not as sorry as she felt for herself.

“I know it’s crazy. All I’m asking is that you give me a chance to check into it.” She ran her hands through her hair. “Let’s face it, Captain. My testimony is thin. The evidence isn’t conclusive, and this might help.”

“Or it might make us look as crazy as Simone.” He poked at the file. “How can this help? You’re asking to reopen this investigation with two weeks to chase a wild goose!”

Claire’s jaw tensed. “Sir, Simone never backed down from her story about Ruby Josen. We assumed that she was referring to this Macy Anvil that worked for her for eleven years, but what if Simone was right? What if Ruby Josen does exist? If she does, she could seal the deal for this case, or at least clear up a lot of lingering questions that were never answered.”

“In what way?” Captain Nellins asked. “In the court of public opinion, Simone Dawkins was responsible for two deaths– one of them a member of our own force—to hide her affair with the first victim’s boyfriend.  I doubt that Ruby, or Macy, or whoever we’re talking about, has any greater knowledge than Simone’s son, her husband, or her former lover. Those guys are pissed off at her for creating this mess. I don’t think one more person saying Simone is the devil is going to make a difference to the jury. The circumstantial evidence against her is overwhelming, and we have physical evidence to back it up.”

“The physical evidence was only good enough to arrest Simone and charge her with the crimes,” Claire said. “I have to take the stand and explain how a Swiss Army Knife, a hair clip, and a ruby ring with what turned out to be inconclusive DNA evidence linked her to the murders of Millie Banks and Phillip Wesson and the office fire at Goodard Graphics for a conviction now, and I’m not sure I can.”

“It matched her blood type. That’s all we need.”

“Simone is Type A positive. That’s the most common blood type in the world.” Claire shrugged. “I’m Type A positive. Does that make me a suspect? I was familiar with Simone and Phillip, too. The circumstantial evidence could make me guilty, or lots of people that knew her.”

“It’s enough. The ruby ring and the circumstances that she’s already admitted to will put her away.”

“A ruby ring that’s half a size too small, and that her son and ex-husband claimed she never owned.” 

Captain Nellins laughed. “That’s right, this Ruby character planted it on her. Isn’t that Simone’s claim?”

“I doubt she could have squeezed it on and it cut her when the firefighters pulled it off her finger, like the report said. Maybe if it were cold, like it is today,” she said, gesturing to the overcast day outside her office window, “but not when we arrested her. It was late May, ninety degrees, and the humidity was high at the exact time of that fire. Her fingers would have been too swollen from the heat to squeeze that ring on.” Claire sighed. “It’s coming undone, Captain. We need to find something more to tie it together or Simone’s going to walk. They moved the case to Memphis because of the extensive media coverage on nationwide outlets. It was a top story for several weeks. I hear the people in Memphis aren’t happy with us taking this mess to them. Who knows what we’ll face in front of that jury?” 

“So you decide to go back over the evidence and interviews we did in the cases to plump up your testimony? And you find this Ruby Josen and decide to follow this lead now? Why?”

“I never let it go. I stumbled upon a couple of things that reopened it for me.” Claire pulled out the case file. “Remember the hacking incident three weeks ago, when somebody got in our database?”

“I get a headache thinking about it. People are still screaming over it.”

“I talked to the consultant from the IT Company we called in to investigate it. A nice guy named Oliver. Maybe you remember seeing him around here. A real cutie pie, and smart as a whip.”

“What did Prince Charming have to say about it?”

Claire blushed. “The only files that were accessed were the files for the Simone Dawkins case. Nothing was lost, but he asked me to help him go through the hard copy backups to make sure nothing was modified or corrupted in the files. It’s probably the first time anybody from our station has looked at them since we arrested Simone.” She turned and tapped some keys on her computer. “Listen to the digital recording from the interviews we did at Goodard Graphics the day after the Millie Banks murder.” She clicked play.

“Please state your name for the record.”

There was a brief pause and then a soft response. “Ruby Josen.”

She clicked to stop the recording. “According to that, we were interviewing Ruby Josen.” She turned the case file to Captain Nellins. “Look who I named in my notes from that same interview.”

“Macy Anvil.”

Claire nodded. “I found discrepancies like that throughout the files. The database says Ruby; the hard copy case file we entered the information into the database from, say Macy. But here’s what’s most interesting,” she said, pulling a black notebook off the desk beside her computer and opening it. “These are Phillip’s notes from the Millie Banks interviews. Look who he mentions in all of his notes.”

Captain Nellins picked up book and flipped through the crumpled pages. “Ruby Josen every time.” He laid the book down. “Why doesn’t the Attorney General have this? It should have gone to her with the rest of the files when the State took up the case.”

“She never got it.”

“What?”

Claire picked up the book and waved it in front of Captain Nellins. “It was never added to our database. We sent all of the information to the Attorney General’s office digitally. They’ve converted to that new secure online system. In fact, according to all of our records and notes on this case, nobody has ever asked for or about Phillip’s notes on the Millie Banks murder.” She thumped the book lying on her desk. “I just found it in my bottom file drawer the day before yesterday.”

Captain Nellins stared at Claire. “What was it doing there?”

“Beats me, and you know what’s really odd? I lock my purse in that drawer. I’ve been in and out of that drawer for three-and-a-half years, and suddenly there it is, two days ago. I swear I never saw it there before then.”

“Maybe it got stuck to another file, and it was jarred loose.”

“Maybe,” Claire muttered. “I’m surprised the Solicitor hasn’t asked for this. You’d think they’d want the cases Phillip was working when he was killed.”

“I wonder why the solicitor’s office never asked about it?” Captain Nellins asked.

“I think it’s because I was with him on all of the interviews, so they relied on my notes. We assumed Simone was guilty of all of these crimes. We’re trying her for two homicides and arson. But what if she’s right? What if there is more to all of this, and Ruby Josen is the answer?”

“I’ll admit it’s strange,” Captain Nellins said. “Where do we find Ruby Josen?”

Claire smiled. “Oliver might have helped me with that one too. When he was checking our systems, he noticed that our office made a number of unanswered telephone calls to an out of state number between mid-December and last week. He’s checking into it.” She pulled some more papers from beside her computer. “I didn’t feel like waiting. I called the number, but it always rang once and cut off. No voicemail or anything. I thought that was strange, so I checked with the nationwide cell phone providers.” She passed the papers to Captain Nellins. “That phone number is registered to Macy Anvil.” 

“Simone’s subordinate that conveniently moved right before the office fire










d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
-

W e e
SHERRI FULMER MOORER





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





