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      Wren Mayfair dried the last of the evening’s dishes and set the dish towel to the side as she leaned forward, staring out the window at the full moon. It had been a good day. A quiet day. And now she was looking forward to winding down.

      Three days had passed since Wren had arrived at her sister Mia’s house to stay with Coco, Mia’s Labrador retriever, while Mia attended a work conference in Las Vegas. Wren welcomed the change of scenery, seeing it as an opportunity to escape a reality she wasn’t ready to deal with yet—the end of her marriage.

      Wren wasn’t sure where everything had gone wrong in her marriage with Cooper, just that it had. Over the past year they’d become more like roommates than lovers, spending less and less time with each other as the months dragged on. Two weeks earlier, she’d sat Cooper down to express her feelings, surprised to learn he’d been feeling the same way. Rather than stick it out and fight for the relationship, they came to the decision that they were better the way they’d started, as friends.

      Ending the relationship was the right decision.

      Of this, Wren was sure.

      But it had been far more painful than she imagined it would be.

      Wren squeezed her eyes shut and opened them, her thoughts turning away from the past to the present, and she reached down, giving Coco a loving pat. “What do you say, girl? Should we watch some television in the living room?”

      Coco circled around her and then trotted in that direction as if she comprehended Wren’s suggestion.

      Wren lowered herself onto the couch, her knees tucked beneath her as she pulled a throw blanket over her lap. She clicked on the remote, and the television lit up with a glow, casting shadows along the wall. A late-night true crime show was playing, the kind of show she loved.

      Coco hopped up onto the sofa beside Wren, nuzzling her head against Wren’s thigh.

      As the show progressed, the wind kicked up outside, stirring leaves and branches, and rattling the windows. Coco shot up, eyes narrowing, as she glanced out the window, then back at Wren.

      “It’s all right, girl,” Wren reassured. “It’s just a bit of wind. You’re okay.”

      Before settling in on the sofa, Wren had checked the locks, more out of habit than fear. Mia lived in a quiet neighborhood, and according to one of Mia’s neighbors, nothing bad ever happened here.

      Wren’s cell phone buzzed on the coffee table, and she reached for it. Glancing at the screen, she saw a text message from Mia.

      

      Oh, I forgot to tell you. I sat next to the same guy I met this morning at breakfast, and he asked if I was single. Can you believe it?

      

      Wren smiled and typed back:

      

      Well? What did you say? Don’t leave me hanging! Ha!

      

      They exchanged a few more messages, ending with Mia saying she’d check in with her again later. Wren set the phone to the side and increased the volume on the television remote. An interviewer was asking a female detective questions about a homicide she’d solved. Wren half-listened as her eyelids fell heavy, and she nodded off.

      Waking several minutes later, the wind had died down, but a faint sound drifted down the hallway.

      It wasn’t loud.

      Still …

      Wren muted the television and listened.

      One minute passed, then two, and she breathed a sigh of relief and shook her head. Being alone had always made her jumpy. Before they’d separated, Cooper had almost always been around at night, offering her a sense of safety and security.

      She reached for the remote to turn the sound back on and heard something else, something a lot clearer this time, a soft thud followed by the faint creak of wood.

      Coco lifted her head, scanning the dark hallway behind them, and this time, Wren felt a twitch of unease.

      Then she heard footsteps, slow and deliberate. Her intuition screamed at her to move, to get up, to run, but her muscles refused to cooperate. Coco jumped off the couch as if determined to investigate, a low growl building in her chest.

      “Coco,” Wren whispered. “Come here, girl. Stay with me, okay?”

      As soon as she said the words, the footsteps stopped, and Wren turned.

      A figure stood at the edge of the living room, half hidden in shadow. A mask covered the face, and black clothing blended into the darkness around it.

      The figure didn’t rush or hesitate.

      It stepped forward.

      Wren’s mouth opened, but no sound came out. She scrambled off the couch, her bare feet sliding against the hardwood as she attempted to back away.

      “Please,” she said. “I don’t know who you are or why you’re here, but I want you to leave.”

      The words hung in the air, fragile and useless.

      The figure raised an arm, aiming a gun at Wren’s head.

      For a moment time slowed, stretching thin as Wren’s life flashed before her. She thought of her sister and of Cooper and the life she thought she had ahead of her. A life she wasn’t sure she’d live to see now.

      As a gunshot rang through the air, Coco lunged forward with a sharp bark. Wren collapsed to the floor, the room tilting as her consciousness began to fade. In the background, the television screen flickered, still muted, the images sliding in and out of focus. Coco’s bark turned frantic as she stood at Wren’s side.

      The figure approached, smacking Coco to the side before leaning down, lifting Wren up to look at her. Wren squinted, desperate to identify the person standing before her, but the room, along with everything else, was fading.

      A moment later, the attacker stood. Footsteps retreated, quick and rushed, fading into the night the same way they had come in. From somewhere in the house, Wren heard a window creak as if being opened or closed, then all was silent.

      As Wren’s breathing went shallow, Coco began to whine, returning to Wren and nudging her shoulder. Wren’s eyes stared past her, unseeing, fixed on nothing at all. In her final moment, her phone buzzed with a message—a message she would never read.
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      I was sitting at my office desk when a woman walked in. She looked like she belonged on the cover of a magazine for women who never spilled coffee, never perspired, and never missed a deadline. The woman was tall and slim, albeit frail, like she either didn’t eat much or hadn’t eaten in days. Her long blond hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and she was dressed in a pair of crisp, white slacks, a pale pink satin tank top, and tan open-toed heels.

      The woman glanced around the office, and when her eyes met mine, I smiled, saying, “Hi there. Can I help you?”

      “I’m looking for Georgiana Germaine.”

      “You found her.”

      For a moment, she didn’t react.

      She just blinked at me like she was unsure about what to say next.

      I gestured toward the chair opposite me. “Why don’t you take a seat?”

      She nodded and stepped inside my office, closing the door behind her, even though we were the only two people there.

      “My name is Mia Bennett,” she said. “I need your help.”

      I knew the name well. It had been on the lips of every local in town. Her tragic story had been on television stations across the state for weeks. In the small town of Cambria, it was the kind of story that made everyone think twice about leaving their doors unlocked.

      I’d gathered some information from the news, and even more from Detective Whitlock when he’d called me a couple of nights after they started processing the crime scene. Since then, we’d spoken a few times, but I was sure there were still a lot of details I hadn’t been told.

      What I did know was that a month earlier Mia had returned home from a business trip and found her sister, Wren, murdered in her living room. Mia’s dog was found lying over Wren, as if trying to protect her, even though Wren had been dead for some time. The motive behind Wren’s murder remained unclear, and as far as I knew, the police had no suspects and had made no arrests.

      “I was sorry to hear about your sister,” I said. “You were twins, weren’t you?”

      She nodded.

      “How’s the investigation going?” I asked.

      She crossed one leg over the other. “Slower than I’d like. It’s the reason I’m here. One of my neighbors said you worked on her friend’s homicide case a while back. She said you have a reputation for solving every case you take.”

      Indeed.

      “How long have you lived in Cambria?” I asked.

      “Six months now. I moved here after I accepted a position as the director of analytics for a hotel chain in San Luis Obispo.”

      In any other circumstance, I would have offered my congratulations but now was not the time.

      I reached for a notebook and a pen, flipping it open to a blank page. “If you’re feeling up to it, I’d like you to walk me through everything you know about your sister’s murder.”

      She nodded, clearing her throat before she began. “Last month I attended a work conference in Las Vegas. Because I’m new to Cambria and haven’t met many people yet, I didn’t feel comfortable hiring a stranger to watch my dog, so I asked Wren to do it. The first day went well, and she checked in a few times. That night, I texted her again to say goodnight, and she didn’t respond. I figured she’d fallen asleep.”

      “Did you text her again?”

      “The next morning, and then several more times that day. She didn’t respond to any of them, which wasn’t like her. I tried calling, but there was no answer. Then I started to worry, so I left the conference early.”

      “You were the first one to find your sister, is that right?”

      She nodded. “As soon as I walked in the door. I shouted her name, and Coco started barking the way she does when something isn’t right. A chill ran through me, like the air-conditioning was blowing right on me, even though it wasn’t. And there was this pungent smell. I walked to the living room, and that’s when I found her. She was on the floor … and … and … blood was everywhere.”

      “Where was Coco?”

      “Lying over her. There was dried blood on her fur and paws, and when I tried to pet her, she whined like she was in pain. In the past when I came home, she always waited at the door, spinning in circles to show how glad she was to see me. This time she looked up at me with a sadness in her eyes that I’ve never seen before.”

      Mia’s composure wavered on the last sentence. Not enough for tears, but enough for me to sense a shift in the calm she seemed to work so hard to maintain.

      “I’m sorry for what you’re going through,” I said.

      “Me too.”

      I studied her for a moment. People came into my office all the time with grief weighing on their shoulders, often dissolving into tears or giving in to some emotional outburst after losing a loved one. Mia was different. The sense I got was not that she felt nothing, but that she fought to keep control, holding her emotions back instead of allowing the dam to break.

      “What was your relationship with your sister like?” I asked.

      “We were close. She lived a few hours away, but we talked all the time.”

      “Just to recap what you’ve said so far, you were at a work conference. The first day, you were texting back and forth with Wren, but then she stopped responding to your messages, and the next day you got worried and decided to return home.”

      “That’s right. I was supposed to stay one more day, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong. Because I hadn’t worked for the company for long, I wasn’t sure how they’d feel about me asking to leave early. But they were more understanding than I expected.”

      “Do you still have the text messages between you and your sister?”

      “I do.”

      “Can I see them?”

      Mia pulled her phone out of a white, leather, expensive-looking handbag, tapped it twice, and then slid it across my desk with the screen facing me.

      Mia: Monday 8:45 a.m.

      Made it to Las Vegas. Just checked in to my room and heading over to the conference now. I hope you’re having a good time with Coco.

      Wren: Monday 8:50 a.m.

      All good here. Glad you got there safe.

      Mia: Monday 1:00 p.m.

      Breaking for an hour to get lunch. What are you two up to today?

      Wren: Monday 1:10 p.m.

      Just took Coco for a walk at the park, and now we’re going to the coffee shop. How’s the conference?

      Mia: Monday 1:45 p.m.

      Not too exciting so far, but I chatted with a handsome man at breakfast, so there’s that. Heading back to the conference center now. Talk later.

      Wren: Monday 1:48 p.m.

      Have fun!

      Mia: Monday 7 p.m.

      Oh, I forgot to tell you. At lunch today, I sat next to the same guy I met at breakfast, and he asked if I was single. Can you believe it?

      Wren: Monday 7:45 p.m.

      Well? What did you say? Don’t leave me hanging! Ha!

      Mia: Monday 7:50 p.m.

      My therapist has been trying to get me to put myself out there, so for once, I tried to give the guy a chance. We’re going to grab coffee tomorrow morning before the first session begins. I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I’m kinda excited.

      Wren: Monday 7:55 p.m.

      Good job, Sis! I knew you had it in you!

      Mia: Monday 8:10 p.m.

      Thanks, it’s been a long day, and I’m wiped out. I’ll message you in the morning, okay? Night, love you.

      The messages from the first day were simple and ordinary, the kind of exchanges you’d send back and forth and never think about again.

      And then came Tuesday …

      Mia: Tuesday 8:00 a.m.

      Morning, hey, you didn’t respond to me last night. Everything all right? What’s on the agenda for today? I’m heading over to the coffee shop to meet with the guy I was telling you about. His name is Simon.

      Mia: Tuesday 9:50 a.m.

      Wren? You there? Why haven’t you responded?

      Mia: Tuesday 3:05 p.m.

      Wren? Text me back, please. I’m starting to worry.

      Mia: Tuesday 4:00 p.m.

      Wren! I’m worried. I’m going to call you as soon as I get out of this session. Please pick up.

      I scrolled through the rest of the messages and found more of the same, with Mia growing more frustrated as the hours passed.

      I handed the phone back. “Monday night was the last time you heard from Wren until you arrived home and found her in the living room. Did you find her phone when you got there?”

      “Her phone, the book she was reading, the luggage she’d packed for the stay. It was all there.”

      “I’d like to know more about Wren’s life. Had anything changed in recent months? Was she having any problems with anyone?”

      Mia leaned back and took a deep breath in. “She split up with her husband, Cooper, a couple weeks before she died.”

      “Tell me about the breakup.”

      Her gaze dropped to the floor just as I thought I’d spotted tears in her eyes. Then she looked up like nothing had happened. “The split between Wren and Cooper was amicable, as far as I know.”

      “As far as you know?” I asked.

      “We talked about it,” she added, as if my pointed emphasis bothered her. “Wren said nothing major happened. She said they’d just grown apart over the last year.”

      “Did she say why?”

      “Wren felt it was because they didn’t spend enough time together. He had his thing. She had hers. One day she woke up and realized they were living separate lives, and she’d fallen out of love with him.”

      I watched for a reaction, for a hint of bitterness toward Cooper or sympathy for Wren. I detected neither.

      “And Cooper?” I asked. “How did he take it?”

      “Not well, which makes me think it wasn’t as amicable as Wren had suggested. I believe he wanted to save the marriage.”

      “Have you spoken to him since they split?”

      “A couple of times. He called and asked me if there was anything I could do on my end to help change her mind. He said he’d do anything to save the relationship.”

      Anything to save it.

      That was useful.

      It didn’t make him guilty, but it made me want to have a conversation with him.

      “What did you tell him?” I asked.

      “I said I’d talk to her, but I knew it wouldn’t matter.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “When my sister made a decision, it was made. There was no changing her mind.”

      Interesting.

      “Did Wren have any enemies?” I asked. “Or was there anyone she argued with in recent months?”

      “I don’t believe so.”

      “How would you describe her?”

      Mia went quiet a moment, giving the question some thought. “Wren was kind, compassionate, and loyal to a fault. I’ve always been envious of her, if I’m being honest.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m the opposite in every way, more reclusive and quiet, preferring to keep to myself than make friends, or entertain the idea of dating or having a boyfriend. It’s hard for me to let others in. It’s the reason I started therapy.”

      Her honesty surprised me.

      “How long have you been going?” I asked.

      “When I left my last job, my boss said I could have gotten a lot farther in the company if I hadn’t been so rigid. I started to wonder if other people in my life felt the same way about me. I talked to Wren about it, and she thought the therapy was a good idea, so I went.”

      “How’s it going?”

      “It’s all right. I’m learning a few new things about myself.” She paused, then said, “Before, I said I’d asked my sister to house-sit because I didn’t trust someone I didn’t know with Coco, and that’s true.”

      “Is there another reason?”

      “I’ve been worried about her. She hadn’t acted like herself since the separation.”

      “In what way?”

      “She was quiet. Too quiet. She’d always been the easygoing one, the one who made a room feel less heavy just by walking into it. She was … I don’t know, distant. I thought being in my house might help—to get her away from the place she and Cooper had shared. I hoped the change of scenery would do her some good.”

      “I imagine watching Coco gave her purpose. Did anyone besides Wren have access to your house?”

      “My cleaning lady has a key.”

      “What’s her name?”

      “Vera Quinn. She’s the owner of Sweep Dreams.”

      “How long ago did you hire her?”

      “Right after I moved here. The house wasn’t the cleanest when I moved in, and since I jumped right into the new job, I didn’t have time to deal with it.”

      “You said before that it’s hard for you to let people in. Weren’t you worried about giving a key to a woman you’d just met?”

      “Oh, I did my due diligence. I even contacted a few of Vera’s clients. They had nothing but good things to say about her. And I figured, even if they were wrong, I keep all my valuables in a safe.”

      “Do you know if Wren’s husband tried to contact her while she was staying with you?”

      Her eyes narrowed, and she frowned. “I don’t. Why? You don’t think he’s to blame for what happened, do you?”

      “I don’t know what to think, not until I speak with him.”

      She shook her head. “Cooper didn’t have anything to do with Wren’s death. He’s one of the gentlest, most caring people I’ve ever met.”

      Gentle and caring had their place.

      They didn’t make him innocent.

      “I understand how you feel about him, but I don’t start my investigations by deciding what someone wouldn’t do,” I said. “I start by figuring out what they might be capable of if they’re pushed too far.”

      She looked away, her expression telling me she disagreed.

      “The police are doing their job,” she said. “They check in, give me updates, keep me in the loop about what they’re doing and who they’re talking to, but they’re just not coming up with any good leads. It’s frustrating.”

      “Chief Foley and Detective Whitlock are two of the finest men I know,” I said. “And they’re thorough. They just need time.”

      “You know them?” she asked.

      “The chief is married to my sister, and Whitlock is a family friend. He was a detective alongside my father.”

      “Have they told you much about the case?”

      “Bits and pieces,” I said. “Not everything.”

      “What did they say?”

      “Most of what I’d already seen on the news,” I said. “There was a home invasion, followed by a murder. No arrests have been made, and so far there’s no clear motive as to why your sister was murdered.”

      “Seems to me the police are struggling to solve my sister’s case. It’s the reason I’m here. I’m hoping you can give me the answers they can’t. Will you help me?”

      I nodded.

      A faint smile crossed her lips. “I’m glad to hear it. Whoever killed her needs to be brought to justice before something like this happens again.”

      “Again?” I repeated.

      “The police seem to believe that someone planned to rob my place, maybe someone who thought no one was home because my car wasn’t parked out front like usual. But then they realized my sister was there, and she … well, died because of it. Wrong place, wrong time kind of thing. But I don’t believe that.”

      “Why not?”

      “They didn’t take anything.”

      I set my pen on the pad. “Are you sure?”

      “As far as I can tell. And there’s nothing to indicate someone tried to get into the safe even though it’s in the far corner of the living room, the same room where my sister died. It’s sitting there in plain sight.” Mia leaned forward, her gaze meeting mine. “If someone wasn’t there to rob the place, they must have been there for Wren. What I don’t know is … why?”
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      I parked outside the San Luis Obispo Police Department a little after nine the next morning and headed inside, the familiar scent of burnt coffee and printer toner greeting me the moment I stepped through the door. Some things never changed, no matter how many years passed.

      Whitlock’s desk sat near the center of the bullpen, and he spotted me before I made my way across the room.

      “Well, if it isn’t my favorite little troublemaker,” he said, pushing back from his chair with a grin.

      “Good morning to you too,” I said.

      He stood and pulled me into a quick hug, something he’d been doing ever since he’d come back into my life several years earlier. His sandy hair had gone gray in the years since then, but the warmth in his eyes was constant.

      “If I had to guess, I’d say you’re here about the Bennett case,” he said.

      “You know me all too well.”

      “Word travels fast around here.”

      “Is Foley around?”

      Whitlock tipped his head toward Foley’s office. “He just got in. I’d venture to guess he’s made it through his first cup of coffee of the day and has already found a reason to be irritated.”

      “I bet you’re right.”

      He laughed and gestured for me to follow him.

      We found Foley sitting behind his desk, his glasses perched low on his nose as he read through a stack of paperwork. He glanced up when we entered, his expression shifting to one of mild annoyance.

      “I spoke to Mia Bennett this morning,” he said. “She told me she’d hired you.”

      “She did.”

      Foley sighed, removing his glasses and setting them on the desk. “I suppose it was only a matter of time before you got involved.”

      “Mia came to me, not the other way around, if you’re wondering.”

      “You know we’re capable of solving crimes without your assistance, right?”

      Whitlock snorted at the comment, and Foley shot him a disapproving look.

      “What?” Whitlock said. “You know she’s going to work the case whether we like it or not.”

      “That’s not the point.”

      “It is the point.”

      In the years since Foley’s promotion to chief of police, I’d grown used to the banter that surfaced whenever I told him someone had hired me to investigate one of his active cases. By now it had become a kind of ritual between us, one he seemed to enjoy, even when giving me a little pushback. The truth was, Foley had a soft side. He just wanted to feel like I respected his position, which I did. And if it helped him to think he was still in charge, it was fine by me. I, on the other hand, with the utmost subtlety, knew I was about to take over.

      Foley exhaled, a faint smile crossing his face as he said, “I’m guessing you’re here for information. What do you want to know?”

      “I spoke with Mia yesterday,” I said. “She mentioned you believe the murder might have been the result of a robbery gone wrong.”

      Whitlock and Foley exchanged glances.

      “That was our first thought,” Whitlock said.

      “He’s right,” Foley added. “At the beginning, it looked that way. There were no signs of forced entry. But a house with a visible safe in the living room that can be seen from the outside? Well, it wasn’t a stretch to think someone targeted the place.”

      “And now?”

      Foley folded his hands on the desk. “Now we think it’s more complicated.”

      “Why?”

      Whitlock leaned against the wall, crossing his arms. “Nothing was taken. Not jewelry or electronics. It doesn’t rule out a robbery, but it makes it less likely.”

      “Did you tell Mia that?”

      Whitlock shook his head. “We don’t want to speculate until we have something solid. The last thing she needs right now is a bunch of theories that aren’t true.”

      It was a fair comment.

      “What has Mia told you so far?” Foley asked.

      “I’m guessing the same things she told you. Wren was house-sitting while Mia attended a work conference in Las Vegas. The last contact between them happened Monday night. Tuesday morning Mia texted her several times and didn’t hear back.”

      “That lines up with what we know,” Whitlock said.

      “She also mentioned Wren had separated from her husband right before she died,” I said.

      “The ex, yes,” Foley said. “Cooper Mayfair.”

      Whitlock pushed away from the wall. “We spoke to him two days after the murder.”

      “And?”

      “He seemed devastated.”

      Foley nodded in agreement. “Nice guy. Soft-spoken. Works as a financial advisor out of Paso Robles. Volunteers at his church. Coaches youth baseball.”

      “Brought doughnuts for the entire office when he came in for his interview,” Whitlock added.

      I studied their faces. “You two sound like you’re describing a golden retriever.”

      Whitlock laughed.

      Foley didn’t.

      “He was cooperative,” Foley said. “Answered every question without hesitation.”

      “Sometimes the nicest people are the ones hiding the most,” I said.

      Whitlock raised a brow. “You talk to him yet?”

      “I plan to today.”

      Foley leaned back in his chair. “Well, when you do, you’ll find it hard to believe he’s capable of murder.”

      “You know as well as I do that sometimes the people you least expect are the guiltiest of them all.”

      Whitlock rubbed his chin. “That they are.”

      “Who else have you questioned?” I asked.

      “Wren’s coworkers,” Foley said.

      “What did Wren do for a living?”

      “She managed an elderly care facility, a place called Golden Harbor Senior Care.”

      “Nice name,” I said.

      “Seems she ran a tight ship.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Everyone we spoke with had good things to say about her. They described her as responsible, organized, and compassionate.”

      Whitlock lifted a finger. “Not everyone had good things to say. Remember?”

      Foley sighed. “Almost forgot about Clive Simmons.”

      “Who’s he?” I asked.

      “A former employee. Worked as a medication technician. Wren fired him about a month before the murder.”

      “For what?”

      “Repeated mistakes with the patients’ medications,” Foley said. “Wrong dosages. Missed doses. Things that could have caused serious harm.”

      “That’s not something you overlook in a place like that.”

      “Wren documented everything, and when it kept happening, it seemed she had no choice other than to terminate him.”

      “He didn’t take it well,” Whitlock added. “One of the other employees was there during his exit interview. She said Clive raised his voice, called her a few names, and told her she’d regret her decision.”

      “That’ll do it,” I said.

      “We’ve spoken to him,” Foley said. “He’s sixty-seven, lives with his wife, and has a minor record for disorderly conduct twenty years ago. We’re keeping an eye on him.”

      “What about Mia’s house?” I asked. “Did you find anything unusual at the scene?”

      “Not at the scene itself, but one of Mia’s neighbors mentioned something interesting, though it’s not been confirmed. Suppose it’s still worth mentioning.”

      “The neighbor lives two houses down,” Whitlock said. “She’s an older woman with insomnia who says she saw someone the night before the murder.”

      “And?”

      “She thought she saw someone across the street from Mia’s house, sitting in their truck. She said it was about half past eleven.”

      “Did she get a good look at the person?”

      “Doesn’t seem so, not enough
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