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  Chapter One


Sheriff Briona Maverick stepped out of the Sheriff’s Department of Summit Springs and took a deep breath of frigid winter air. She loved the scent of water heralding snow filling the wind as it blew down from the Rockies before a storm. 
It’s gonna be a big one this time.
Good thing she was scheduled to be off for the next two days. It had been pretty quiet around Summit Springs so she felt she could take the time to relax. She’d managed to survive Valentine’s Day alone again this year, and she hadn’t snarled at anyone, so she counted that a win. But it didn’t mean she hadn’t wanted to.
Darn romantics.
“You heading out, Sheriff?” Officer Tom Padgett met her on the steps as he headed in to work the night shift.
“Yup. Call me if there’s an emergency but otherwise, lose my number.” She smirked as he laughed.
“Yes, ma’am. Have a good weekend.”
He pulled open the door to the building as she trotted to her Sheriff’s SUV and slid behind the wheel. She cranked the ignition but just sat there, waiting for both the engine and her heated seats to warm up.
Glad we paid extra for the seats.
Her ass always appreciated it. It also gave her time to figure out what she was going to do with her freedom. It had been so long since she’d had time off, she wasn’t sure what to do with it.
Her large family lived in Durango and always wanted her to come home to spend time with them. And she did, several times a year. But the last few years her brothers and sisters, all four of them, had found long-term love partners and gotten married. Some were even expecting kids in the next few months. In the face of their happiness, she always felt like the odd-woman out.
Especially after Kelsey left.
Briona sighed, shook her head, and threw the SUV into reverse to avoid her thoughts. It’s past Valentine’s. I’m not thinking about her. But it was why she didn’t want to go home.
Instead, she took herself to the grocery store to pick up a few things for her weekend meals and gave herself permission to wander down Conifer Ave, window shopping for family birthday gift ideas. As she passed by the gallery, a lovely rainbow candle caught her eye and she pushed into the warm, well-lit space.
“Hey, Sheriff, can I help you?” Aspen Young, gallery owner and local artisan, met Briona at the front windows, her smile hesitant. “Is everything okay?”
Briona nodded. “Yeah, everything’s fine. I just stopped in because I noticed these candles. Are they new?”
Aspen shrugged. “Sort of. I mean, we’ve only had them here for about six months or so, but they go fast. Tam Grimes, the woman who owns the Cliff Swallow House, makes them.”
The former Fed makes rainbow candles?
“Are you looking for a gift or something for yourself?”
“Just browsing, actually, but—” The ringing of her phone interrupted her, and she grimaced as she glanced at the screen. “Sorry. Gotta take this.” She pushed back out onto the street where the snow fell thick and fast. “Maverick.”
“Sheriff?” Padgett’s voice held regret. “Sorry to mess with your weekend off, but we got a situation. Bad three car accident out on Route 69 coming down the pass. EMS is en route.”
Briona sighed as she strode for her SUV and slid behind the wheel. “I’m on my way.” She flipped on her lights and headed out of town. So much for a weekend off.
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Triss blew out a sigh of relief as she peered through the falling snow out her windshield. She’d made it to Summit Springs, Colorado, without mishap or pursuit. The weather had almost derailed her last leg to town with the snow falling hard and thick, and her car didn’t have snow tires.
That’s because I lived in lowland California. We don’t do snow.
But that was the life she’d left behind and now there was a new her, a new home, and a new future.
For me and my baby.
She was only showing a little, but to folks who didn’t know her well, they’d think she was just plump. She wanted to press a hand to her belly, but she needed both on the wheel to keep the car going straight on the snow-packed road.
Summit Springs was adorable in the snow. While the town wasn’t decorated for the winter holidays, they’d left white lights strung around the decorative streetlights, and it created a winter fairytale look.
She passed the Pure Art Gallery just as the big SUV with SHERIFF emblazoned on the side turned on its flashing lights and sped away from the curb. Triss straightened up and kept her gaze locked on the road, trying to look normal. The last thing she wanted was anyone in law enforcement to take notice of her.
Because that’ll get back to him.
Him being her husband—only because he wouldn’t agree to an annulment or divorce.
She shook her head and shoved him out of her mind as she continued through town, passing Woodn’t You Boutique, Nonna’s Kitchen restaurant, Rocky Mountain Reads and the Silver Nugget Hotel. Caffeine Ivy’s stood across the alley from the bookstore, and she took a careful left between them.
Tisane LaRoche, her one friend from her knitting group that she’d kept, told her to contact Emily Lewiston, owner and barista at Caffeine Ivy’s in Summit Springs. Emily apparently had also experienced an abusive situation, and now vowed to help anyone who needed it.
And I definitely need it.
The building housing Caffeine Ivy’s had been extended from the brick façade to include a garage with two roll-up doors. According to Tisane, the door on the left would be left unlocked for Triss to pull her car in. She stopped with the motor running and stepped out in the snow, her fleece coat barely stopping the wind that whipped the flakes in the lights off the side of the building.
Fuck, it’s cold here!
She hurried to the lefthand door and using her sleeve to cover her hand, grasped the metal door handle to heave it open. It rose a lot faster than she thought it would, and she damn near threw the thing up. Only grasping the door with her other hand stopped it from crashing up on its runners. She bit her lip and glanced around, hoping she hadn’t caught anyone’s attention, before hurrying back to her car to pull it into the empty garage.
She turned off the motor and let out a sigh. She’d made it. Now she just had to knock on the door she’d seen between the coffee shop and the garage. It looked like an apartment entrance with a street address number and a little awning to cover the doorway.
Triss got out of her car and rummaged for her duffle bag and backpack in the back. She pulled them out and headed out of the garage, careful to close the door more gently than she’d opened it. Satisfied it was secure and the tracks in the alley would soon fill with snow, she headed to the door with the number on it.
She rang the bell beside a small window box with fake flowers swaying gaily in the wintery wind. She glanced down the alley toward the road as a car drove past, hoping no one would see her standing at the door beneath the awning. To her relief, the light came on through the window in the door and a woman gave her a smile and a wave before she pushed the door open.
“Hi, you must be Beatrice Singleton, right?”
Triss nodded. “Yes, but I go by Triss.”
The woman stepped back and inclined her head. “Triss. Okay. I’m glad you made it before the storm got really bad. I was worried when I didn’t hear anything. I’m Emily Lewiston. Come on upstairs and I’ll show you where you’ll be staying.”
Triss hurried inside and up the wooden stairs that creaked in a different tone with each step.
Good unintentional warning system.
Or maybe it had been left to creak intentionally. She certainly appreciated it. The stairs opened up to a wider hallway, allowing her to breathe a little easier. Walls painted with a warm rose color surrounded three doors. Two opened to the left and one to the right. Each door had an elegantly painted number on it, none of which were in sequence.
“This is you.” Emily led her to the second door on the left with the number 4673 painted in white on a brick red door. She unlocked the door and pushed it inwards then stood back.
Triss stepped into the well-lit apartment and immediately felt calm and cozy. The décor was rustic southwest with Native American prints on the chair and loveseat upholstery and Georgia O’Keefe prints on the walls. The floors were wood, but neutral-toned rugs sat beneath the coffee table and the little dining table in the breakfast nook beside the kitchenette. A bathroom separated the little living space from the bedroom, which was big enough to hold a bed and a tiny writing desk and matching chair made of dark wood.
“Wow, this place is nice.” Triss set her bag down on the bed with a duvet with a geometric pattern in earthtones. “Thank you for letting me rent it.”
Emily smiled warmly and nodded. She flipped her sandy-blonde ponytail over her shoulder and held out a set of keys.
“The key with the oxblood red cover is the one to door 4673 and the one with the pink cover is the one to the outside door in the alley. The plain key locks the garage door where you parked your car.” Emily nodded toward the hallway. “I live right across the hall in 7378, if you need anything. Do you have a cellphone?” Her brown eyes sharpened.
Triss shook her head. “No. I had to leave it, and I didn’t want to get a random phone that he could track.”
Emily nodded. “That’s fine. We’ll get you a new phone when the weather clears, that you can pay month to month with cash.”
“Okay.” Triss looked back through the door to the hallway. “What’s with the numbers on the door? Seems weird for apartments to have such large numbers.”
“Not when you know how I think.” Emily smirked, her eyes crinkling at the corners and pulling the skin taut against the scar that became visible along the left side of her face, from temple to jaw. “Each one is a four-digit code. Your door spells HOPE. Mine spells REST.”
“And the last door, 5337?”
“It’s a large storeroom, and spells KEEP. It was another way to keep people from knowing which were the apartments.” Emily rubbed the scar. “You go ahead and get settled. I stocked the cupboards with a few items like saltines, peanut butter, jam, bread, cheese, cream, small quart of milk and turkey cold cuts to get you through until you can get out to buy some real groceries. When you’re out, set up a PO box at the post office. You can actually get a street address for the box to accept packages and throw off anyone looking, including the cops. The postmaster here, Evangeline Brewster, knows all about making the cops and the Feds work for their information.”
Triss raised an eyebrow. “Really?”
“Oh yeah. She’s a real stickler for search warrants, and even when they have one, she’ll drag her feet and take her time to find what they’re looking for.” Emily smirked. “She looks like a white-haired hippy grandmother with cheater glasses on an actual beaded chain. No one who doesn’t know her questions her when it takes her a while to find what they’re looking for. But the woman doesn’t miss a thing. It gives her time to get a message out to the box owner to make themselves scarce.”
Emily looked Triss straight in the eyes. “She’s saved me a time or two when my past came looking for me.”
Tisane had said Emily knew exactly what Triss was going through, and Triss didn’t doubt it now.
“So, I’ll leave you to it. Do you need any toiletries to get you through?”
“Oh.” Heat filled Triss’s cheeks. “Yes, actually. I didn’t stop long enough to get any and then the weather closed in so I had to keep going.”
“I totally understand. Let me run to 5337 and grab a few things. Be right back.”
Emily disappeared out to the hallway, and Triss took a moment to catch her breath. She was safe. She had a place to sleep, a little money in the bank that he couldn’t touch, and someone who understood what she was facing. True, she didn’t really know Emily Lewiston or her past, but Triss recognized a sister survivor.
Today is the first day of your new life.
It didn’t feel real. No more real than it had when she was shackled to a man who turned out to be a monster. A monster with friends in places of authority. Her family hadn’t believed her or cared. All they cared about was the fetus growing in her belly and their relief that she was in a relationship with man so they didn’t have to acknowledge her bisexuality.
She took a deep breath and let all the anger and resentment go. It wouldn’t help her, and they’d never change. That was why she’d cut them out of her life when she fled California.
It’s a new start, and I’m gonna be fine.
Emily returned a few moments later with her hands full of full-sized shampoo, conditioner, and bodywash, a puff, toothpaste, toothbrush, and body cream. She set them all on the counter of the kitchenette and shot Triss a smile.
“I hope these will be okay. They should get you through the storm and the downtime between what you have now and your first paycheck. Payroll goes through to your account on Tuesdays.” Emily tilted her head. “Can you start tomorrow morning? I know it’s soon, but I’d like to get you up to speed pretty quickly so you can start filling your bank account for anything you need.”
Triss raised her eyebrows. “Are you sure? I mean, I can do it, but it seems sudden.”
Emily nodded. “One thing I’ve learned about these sorts of situations. You probably want something to distract you from the fear hounding you, and you’ll have less fear if you feel financially secure on your own. It’s my goal to support both independence and peace of mind. Been there, done that myself.”
“Oh. Okay.” Triss wasn’t sure if the polite thing to do was to ask about the past or to let the comment go, but she was too emotionally worn out to do more than nod. “Thank you. I’ll be there tomorrow. What time do you want me to come in?”
Emily glanced over at the clock on the stove. “It’s pretty late, so why not come in around nine tomorrow morning? That way you can get some rest, take a shower, and don your armor to face the public.”
Damn, Emily does know what she’s talking about.
“Okay. Thank you for all this. I truly appreciate everything you’ve done for me.”
Emily gave her a warm smile. “You’re welcome. I’m gonna go lock up, and I’ll see you tomorrow.” She waved as she left the apartment.
Triss could hear her footsteps travel the length of the hallway and descend the stairs before the sound of the locks clicking settled some of her nerves. She closed her own door—4673, HOPE—and locked it before heading for the bathroom with the new toiletries.
Welcome to the rest of your life. You got this.
She certainly hoped so.







  
  Chapter Two


Emily had been right. The storm had raged for three days, unleashing a vicious reminder of winter on the Rockies. Triss had never seen so much snow in her life, and she had no idea how anyone managed to live one place and commute to work somewhere else in the white, slippery, fluffy stuff. She was very glad Emily had given her a place to stay above the coffee shop. 
But she still had to get some groceries and she had just enough in her bank account to purchase some modest food stuffs. She wouldn’t be eating Top Sirloin steak, but she could afford a few treats like London Broil cold cuts, a bag of organic candy-coated chocolate gems, and potato bread. She missed her breadmaker, but she could always save up to get another one.
If I stay here long enough.
Part of the reason she’d left everything was because it was the only way to get away. She couldn’t have too much stuff in case she had to run again.
Not thinking about that. I’m going grocery shopping.
She backed her car out of the garage and made sure the door was locked before she pulled out onto Conifer Ave. Emily said the grocery store was on the next street over so she drove slowly through town and took the first cross street heading for the river. She passed the Scratchin’ Gravel Bike Shop and the Spring House B&B with its quaint gabled roofs and window boxes holding hardy winter plants blanketed with a layer of snow. The supermarket was next with a nice large parking lot where she could be anonymous. She parked her car, sat for a moment settling her nerves, before turning the engine off and getting out.
The bitter winter wind reminded her that spring was taking its sweet time heading to Colorado, and she resolved to get herself a real winter jacket with her next paycheck. She hurried across the parking lot and breathed a sigh of relief as the warmth of the store closed around her.
She liked the feeling of the store. It was one of those rustic chic type places with exposed beams and pipes painted in earthtones to be in plain sight but almost invisible. The place felt boutique without the snobbery. She grabbed a small two-basketed cart and pulled out her new phone where she’d typed up her list. It felt good to do something normal like grocery shopping without looking over her shoulder. Of course, she wasn’t completely relaxed, and situational awareness made her jump anytime someone new appeared in the same aisle, but she was more relaxed than she’d been in months.
Triss turned a corner to go down the coffee/tea aisle and stopped short.
A beautiful woman with straight black hair streaked with silver pulled up in a messy bun stood considering the Chai selections. She wore a baggy, deep red chenille sweater over a black turtleneck and patterned red leggings. The pattern looked like little squirrels holding acorns, curled in balls, or running. They were adorable.
Attraction immediately flared in Triss’s chest, and she took a few steps down the aisle before her mind caught up with the interest.
Whoa back there, girl. You’re trying not to be noticed, remember?
She stumbled, and the woman looked up, unusual pale blue eyes like a husky dog focusing on her. Triss swallowed hard and forgot to smile as she took in the breasts that fit the woman’s tall body. Triss estimated the woman’s height to be about 5’8” on a trim body with rounded hips and a taut ass.
She jerked her gaze away from said ass when the woman snorted in amusement, and Triss ducked past to get to the herbal teas, her face burning.
What happened to me? I used to be a bold, beautiful bisexual and I could talk to any girl from here to the Sierras.
But now she was hesitant. Another wound she could lay at her husband’s feet.
EX-husband! I did everything to get out before I died.
Physical wounds, too, but she wasn’t going to think about those first two months of her marriage. The next two had been full-on planning to get away.
And now I have. New start, remember?
So she turned back around and drew up short as she found the pale-eyed woman right next to her, looking over her shoulder.
“Hi.”
“Hi. Did I see you checking out my ass?”
Triss blinked then gave her a goofy smile. “Yeah. Sorry. It was very nice to look at.”
The pale-eyed woman grinned. “Thank you very much.” She held out her hand. “Briona.”
Triss swallowed her fear-reaction and grasped Briona’s hand. “Triss.”
Briana tilted her head. “Unusual name. Pretty, though.”
“It’s short for Beatrice, but it feels too old-fashioned for the woman I am.” She tilted her head and tried to offer a confident smile. “Nice to meet you, Briona. At risk of asking the obvious question, grocery shopping?”
Briona laughed, a rich, sultry sound that made Triss’s toes curl in her boots. “That would be an obvious question, but really, I was shopping for treats I probably don’t need to eat. The storm cleared me out of comfort foods, and I wanted to stock up.”
“Oh, I understand that. I just moved into a new place, and I need to fill it with both nutritious and delicious foods so I can make it to the next paycheck.” Triss pointed at the different Chai products. “Like I have tea at home but none of the Indian Chai that makes tea so special.”
Briona raised an eyebrow. “No chocolate?”
Triss shook her head, wrinkling her nose. “Nope. Can’t stand the stuff. I know that means I have to turn in my woman card, but it tastes either too bitter or too sweet to me.”
Briona’s jaw dropped in mock horror and she pressed a dramatic hand to her chest. “Blasphemy! Chocolate is a gift from the gods.”
Triss laughed, and it felt both wonderful yet so odd. When was the last time I laughed? It had been too long.
“I shall graciously allow you to have my share, then.” Triss nodded magnanimously and Briona grinned.
“Deal. So what are your comfort foods, other than Chai, and definitely not chocolate?”
Triss shrugged as she moved down the aisle. Briona came with her, and it felt like the most natural thing in the world.
“I’m a big fan of pickled foods, like Kalamata olives, garlic pickles, pickled beets, and cocktail onions.”
Briona’s nose wrinkled. “Seriously? Of those, I can only barely tolerate the Kalamata olives, on a salad, with lots of Greek dressing. I prefer fresh vegetables, although I have a soft spot for steamed broccoli.”
“Oh my gosh, me too!” Triss widened her eyes and smiled in delight. “Broccoli is the best, especially as a side with salmon filets or steamed clams.”
“A seafood fan, eh?” Briona nodded toward the back of the grocery. “It’s not like the big supermarkets on the coasts, but this place does a decent job of getting different kinds of fish, despite being the intermountain west. I was just going to get some Tilapia if you want to take a look.”
“Oh, yeah, I guess I can’t live on pickled beets and cocktail onions alone, right?” Triss smirked.
“I would advise against it.” Briona nodded sagely, but amusement curled her lips and crinkled her eyes.
They meandered to the seafood section and each bought some Tilapia, though Triss picked up some smoked salmon for her saltines. They continued through the store, talking and laughing as they shopped for their respective essentials. Triss hadn’t been so happy and relaxed in months, maybe even years. It was so easy to talk to Briona and just enjoy her presence.
Once they’d checked out and paid for their groceries, they walked out together. Triss hissed as the cold smacked her in the face.
“Damn, it’s cold out here. I’m so not used to this.”
Briona raised her eyebrows as she zipped up her down jacket and tugged a wool hat over her hair. “You must be new to Colorado, then?”
Triss nodded. “Yup. I’m used to more mild winters.”
Briona narrowed her eyes a bit but instead of asking she just nodded. “Yeah, it can get pretty bitter, especially in spring when you get a mixture of the winter cold with the spring wet. Fortunately, it only lasts a couple of weeks, but there are a few days of miserable weather. You’ll get used to it by next year.”
If I’m here next year.
But Triss nodded. “Thanks for helping me shop. It was so much better than doing it alone.”
“Yeah, it was. Nice to meet you, Triss. I hope to see you around.”
“Yeah, me too. Bye.” She waved, retreating to her car with an inner glow and a smile.
It had felt so good, so normal, to talk and flirt with another woman. The fear had been there initially, but hadn’t lasted.
Maybe I’m starting to heal. Maybe she could take a chance.
Triss Singleton wasn’t married, though she was still pregnant. Maybe she could start a whole new life, have friends, maybe even a girlfriend. She unlocked her vehicle and stowed the groceries before automatically scanning the parking lot for people watching her. No one paid her any attention, so the good feelings remained as she climbed in and turned on the heat full blast. She let the car warm up, thinking of Briona.
If I can have a normal life, I’d like to get to know her more.
It didn’t occur to her until she’d pulled into the alley between the bookstore and the coffee shop that she’d never gotten Briona’s last name or her phone number.
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Briona got home to find she’d received no less than five voicemails on her personal cell. She’d left it on the charger in hopes that no one needed her. Scowling, she pulled it off the cable and hit the voicemail speakerphone so she could listen while she put her groceries away.
“Hi, this is the IRS calling. You owe us seven thousand dollars and if you don’t pay it immediately, there will be a warrant issued for your arrest by the police. Please call us back at…”
Briona rolled her eyes at the phone and wrote down the number to report to the IRS before she deleted the spam call. The IRS never called. They always threatened through the mail. She put her Tilapia in the fridge with an amused headshake.
The fish made her think of the woman she’d met at the grocery store, Triss-short-for-Beatrice. She’d been no more than 5’5”, curvy with big breasts, big hips, tiny waist and rounded belly, everything Briona loved about women. She’d wanted to gather the curvy, burgundy-haired woman into her arms and cuddle her until the scared rabbit energy faded from her tight shoulders. She even loved the tiger eye nose piercing in her left nostril. Triss had the look of someone who didn’t trust easily because they’d experienced trauma, and it made Briona want to hold her and tell her everything was all right.
Which is me trying to rescue and fix people again.
It hadn’t worked out trying to do that to Kelsey, and she shouldn’t want to do it to Triss. People didn’t always want to be rescued or fixed.
“Hello, Sheriff Maverick. My name’s Sheriff Abe Watkins with the Sheriff’s Dept in Cuthbert, Idaho. Please call me back as soon as you can. There’s an urgent matter I need to discuss with you. My direct line is…”
Briona finished storing the groceries and picked up the phone, glancing at the missed call log. Three calls from Cuthbert, Idaho, one from the Summit Springs Sheriff’s Department, and one from her mother.
Briona groaned. Thank goodness the woman lives in Florida and can’t just show up on my doorstep.
She skipped the Cuthbert, Idaho voicemails, and moved on to the one from the Sheriff’s Dept in her own town. She was technically off because she hadn’t gotten her weekend when the storm hit, but that didn’t mean she ignored calls to her personal phone from the office.
“Hey, Sheriff. This is Amy Hedges from the Sheriff’s Department…Oh, you probably already knew that by caller ID… Anyway, uh, I wanted to tell you we keep getting calls for you from someone at the sheriff’s department in Cuthbert, Idaho. Apparently, they can’t get a hold of you and need to talk to you about something. They wouldn’t tell me what it was concerning.” Amy sounded put out, and Briona suppressed a smile. That woman loved her gossip. “Anyway, they’ve been very insistent, and I suggest you call them back. Here’s their number…”
Briona shook her head and filled the kettle with water for Chai. Which is all Triss’s fault.
“Briona, sweetheart, it’s your mom. I haven’t heard from you in a while. It’s been at least two weeks since you called me last, and I heard you had a bad snowstorm all the way out there in Colorado. You know how I worry. Please call me back and let me know you’re okay.”
Briona grimaced and glanced at the clock. It was thirteen thirty in the afternoon. The sheriff’s department folks would still be there and maybe she could find out what all was going on. She’d rather talk to them than her mother so she squared her shoulders and typed in the number for Sheriff Abe Watkins.
It took her a few numbers and several minutes of hold time before Briona was connected and she’d almost reached the point that it wasn’t worth the aggravation.
“This is Sheriff Watkins.”
“Hello, Sheriff Watkins. This is Sheriff Briona Maverick calling you back about an urgent matter.”
“Oh, yes, Sheriff Maverick. Thank you for getting back to me so promptly.”
Briona grimaced. They’d left a total four messages in various places because she didn’t have her phone. “Of course. What can I do for you?”
“Well, we got ourselves a body up here that’s connected to you. When was the last time you were up in Idaho?”
Briona straightened. “Never, Sheriff. I’ve never visited the state. I don’t even know where Cuthbert is. What’s this about?”
“Do you know a Kelsey Jackson?”
Briona’s whole world stopped, and her body grew chilled despite the heat in her house.
Oh glory. What happened to you, Kelsey?
She took a deep breath. “Yes, I knew a Kelsey Jackson. What’s this about?”
“Ms. Jackson was found dead at the Pilot Truck Stop out on Highway 11. Looks like an accidental overdose, but the ME will have to confirm after the autopsy.” He cleared his throat. “I’m very sorry for your loss.”
“Uh, yeah, thanks.” Briona shook her head, trying to get her thoughts in order. She always felt sorry for the surviving friends and family of victims, but she’d never been on the other side of the table.
“What was your connection to Ms. Jackson?”
She heard the cop’s voice on the other end of the phone, and she dragged her focus back from the grief threatening to suck her down.
“We were old friends and roommates for a while, Sheriff. Why?”
“Well, she had very little on her other than her clothes, her purse, a backpack, and stone circle necklace on a leather thong. But in her wallet was a note that said you should be contacted if anything happened to her.”
Briona blinked. “She had a note, in her wallet, with my name on it?”
“Yup. It says, and I quote, ‘If anything happens to me, call Sheriff Briona Maverick, and tell her I’m sorry. Everything I have goes to her.’ That mean anything to you, Sheriff?”
“No. I haven’t seen Kelsey in the six years since she left.” Briona hoped her voice didn’t sound anything but confused. “But if she left the note with the words ‘if anything happens to me’ on it, I’d question the accidental overdose assumption.”
“You tellin’ me how to do my job, Sheriff?”
She gritted her teeth. “No, Sheriff, I wouldn’t dream of it. It just seems to be a suspicious death, and I’d want to make sure I didn’t have a killer wandering around my jurisdiction is all. Thanks for letting me know about Kelsey’s death.”
“Well, I couldn’t ignore the message. You gonna come up here to identify and claim the body?”
Briona took a deep breath and bowed her head as she fought her tears. “I’m not family. I think she has a sister back east in Boston. Uhm…” She thought back to what Kelsey told her about her family, but she could only remember the younger sister living in Boston. “Katrina Jackson, I think. Kelsey wasn’t close with the family when I knew her, so I don’t have any recent information on them. Sorry.”
“All right, Sheriff. Thanks for the confirmation. Once we do the autopsy, I’ll send you the results. And I’ll have the deceased’s effects shipped to you.”
“Okay, thanks, Sheriff. I appreciate it.” She didn’t really want Kelsey’s things, but mostly she just wanted to get off the phone.
“Yeah. Again, sorry for your loss.”
She nodded even if he couldn’t see it and ended the call, leaning back against the counter as the kettle whistled with boiling water. She took it off the burner and turned off the stove as the grief overwhelmed the calm she’d kept on the phone.
“Oh glory, Kelsey? What did you get yourself into?”
Tears burst out of Briona’s eyes as she slid down to the floor of the kitchen. Kelsey had been gone for six years and took Briona’s heart with her, but Briona had always accepted that she’d be alive somewhere in the world.
Kelsey had been Briona’s long-term girlfriend, but she’d gotten sucked into the conspiracy theories surrounding the previous presidential election and joined an evangelical church. Her worries about the End of Times engulfed her life, and she funneled her money into preparing for the apocalypse she swore was coming. She renounced her sexuality, convinced she could pray away their gay, and urged Briona to leave Summit Springs with her so they could be raptured with all the best people when the time came.
There’d been no reasoning with Kelsey, no explaining Briona couldn’t just leave the Sheriff’s Department without a Sheriff. Briona had tried to convince Kelsey that it wasn’t as bad as she thought. Being sheriff, Briona often saw the worst the human race did to each other, but Summit Springs was better than most places. Kelsey accused her of being brainwashed, a heavy irony, and one day, just packed her shit and disappeared while Briona was at work.
Briona had been alternately angry, crushed, heartbroken, and back to furious. She called and texted Kelsey until the number became disconnected, never getting an answer. Eventually, she’d had to let Kelsey go and try to heal from the loss. But she always thought Kelsey had found something better and was out in the world doing her own thing.
Now Kelsey was truly, officially gone, and she was never coming back. Briona dropped her head to her knees and wept.






  
  Chapter Three


Triss sat at the bar at the Whitewater Tavern and tried to breathe through the stress that had built up over the day. Nothing had gone right. First, Emily had been sick and needed her to open the coffee shop with Jake, one of the more experienced employees. Triss didn’t like working with men she didn’t know, but Emily assured her he was a good guy and she needed Triss’s help. 
Once they got inside, the main coffee grinder quit on them and they had to wake Emily up to get her to call it in to the repair guys. They had to fend off disappointed and caffeine-deprived customers until they could brew again, and a young twenty-something guy who looked like a preppy dude from an 80s comedy spent an hour hitting on Triss even though she kept giving him the official ‘fuck off’ vibes.
The day didn’t improve, just wore on in a long litany of small problems and annoyances. They closed early because they’d both worked ten hours and Triss decided she needed hot tea and a shower. She would’ve preferred a bath, but her place didn’t have a tub.
But Jake asked her if she’d like to get a drink at the bar to relax after a hectic day and listen to some live music. She nearly turned him down and went home. But the idea of just having a relaxing drink, even if it was non-alcoholic, appealed
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