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  Chapter one
The Morning Ritual


The light came first, as it always did—lake light, filtered through the gauze curtains Julia had hung her second week in the apartment and never replaced, casting the bedroom in shades of silver and pale gold. It was the particular quality of early June mornings in Heron's Cove, when the sun rose before five but took its time warming the air, and the world existed in that suspended hour between night's coolness and day's intention. 
At the foot of the bed, Macchiato shifted. His weight redistributed across her ankles, sixty-five pounds of amber-gold fur and deliberate warmth, and Julia felt the movement before she fully registered waking. This was how her mornings began now: not with an alarm, not with the Chicago anxiety of oversleeping, but with Macchiato's patient pressure against her feet and the soft, rhythmic sound of his breathing.
She opened her eyes.
The ceiling was familiar. The water-light played across it in rippling patterns, reflected from the lake through her east-facing window, and she watched it for a moment the way she had learned to watch things in Heron's Cove—without urgency, without the immediate mental tally of tasks and deadlines that had once constituted her first conscious thoughts. The apartment was small: bedroom, bathroom, a kitchen that was really just a counter with ambitions, and a living space dominated by bookshelves and a worn velvet armchair she'd found at an estate sale in Madison. It smelled of coffee beans and old wood and, faintly, of the lavender that grew in the patio planters one floor below.
"Morning," she said to Macchiato, her voice rough with sleep.
He lifted his head. The white blaze on his chest caught the light, and his tail thumped once against the quilt—acknowledgment, not demand. His navy service vest hung on its hook by the door, off-duty until she put it on him, and in its absence he was simply a dog pleased to see her conscious. The small scar on his left ear, souvenir of a puppy-era fence encounter, was visible as he tilted his head toward her.
Julia sat up slowly. Her body moved through the familiar sequence: feet to the cool hardwood floor, shoulders rolled back, one hand pressed briefly to her sternum where the residual tightness of sleep still lingered. She was thirty-one years old, and she had learned to pay attention to her body's morning report with the same precision she applied to coffee extraction. Today: no heaviness in her limbs, no racing thoughts, no fog. A clear morning.
She crossed to the kitchen counter in her worn sleep shirt and the cotton shorts she'd owned since college, and her hands found the medication bottles without her eyes needing to guide them. They lived on the shelf above the coffeemaker, amber plastic with white caps, positioned between a tin of loose-leaf chamomile and a ceramic jar shaped like a sleeping cat that held her backup coffee filters. The mood stabilizer first—she shook one tablet into her palm, swallowed it dry with the particular efficiency of long practice. Then the antidepressant, smaller and oval-shaped, which she chased with the first sip of water from the glass she kept perpetually filled on the counter.
The coffeemaker was a simple drip machine, nothing like the La Marzocco downstairs, but it served its purpose: her first cup, the one she drank alone in the quiet apartment while the café waited below. She'd prepped it the night before, as she always did, and now she pressed the button and listened to it begin its work—the gurgle and hiss of water heating, the first dark trickle into the carafe.
While it brewed, she retrieved her mood journal from its place beside the armchair.
The journal was color-coded, because everything Julia owned that could be color-coded was. The cover was forest green leather, soft from handling, and inside, each page was divided into neat columns: date, mood rating, color association, notes. She settled into the armchair with her pen—a particular pen, fine-tipped, black ink—and wrote today's entry.
Tuesday, June 4th.
7.
Sage.
She considered adding notes, but there was nothing to add. A seven was a good number. A seven meant: functional, present, neither hypomanic's electric hum nor depression's grey weight. A seven meant she would move through the day at the pace the day required. Sage was the color of the morning light through the curtains, the color of calm, the color of a life that was working.
The coffeemaker finished its cycle. Julia poured her first cup, added nothing—she took her morning coffee black, saving the milk and precision for the drinks she made downstairs—and carried it back to the window. Macchiato had relocated to his morning spot, a rectangle of sunlight on the floor near the bedroom door, and he watched her with the patient attentiveness that was his default state.
"Yirgacheffe today," she told him, sipping. "Bright. Floral. You wouldn't like it."
He thumped his tail once, neither agreeing nor disagreeing.
Below, the café waited.

      ***The stairs from the apartment to The Perch were narrow and wooden, worn smooth by two years of Julia's footsteps and the click of Macchiato's nails. She descended them at 5:47 AM, Macchiato at her heels in his navy vest now, the SERVICE DOG / PLEASE DO NOT PET WITHOUT ASKING patch bright against the fabric. The café was dark except for the emergency exit sign's red glow and the first grey light filtering through the front windows, and it smelled of yesterday's coffee and the particular stillness of a space waiting to be inhabited.
Julia moved through the opening sequence with the precision of ritual.
First: the front door. She unlocked the deadbolt and the secondary lock—Heron's Cove was safe, but she was still a woman who'd lived alone in Chicago for eight years—and flipped the sign from CLOSED to the intermediate state she'd invented, a hand-lettered card that read WAKING UP, BACK IN 20. The regulars knew what it meant. The tourists found it charming.
Second: the espresso machine. The La Marzocco lived on the back counter like a chrome altar, all gleaming surfaces and professional purpose, and Julia approached it with the particular reverence it deserved. She'd bought it used from a café in Milwaukee that was upgrading, had driven four hours each way to pick it up herself, and had spent her first month in Heron's Cove learning its specific temperament—the way it pulled slightly hot if she didn't let it warm up for exactly eighteen minutes, the pressure gauge's subtle drift that she'd learned to compensate for, the satisfying clunk of the portafilter locking into place. She flipped the power switch and listened to it begin its warm-up hum, the sound she'd come to think of as the café's heartbeat.
Third: the grinder. Today's beans were the Yirgacheffe she'd mentioned to Macchiato—Ethiopian, single-origin, with the bright citrus notes and floral undertones that she loved and that Nolan Reyes, in his stubborn commitment to dark roast, refused to appreciate. She measured them by weight, not volume, and the grinder's whir filled the quiet café with sound and scent. Coffee dust rose in the early light like motes of possibility.
Macchiato had found his spot: the dog bed positioned strategically near the end of the counter, where he could observe both the door and Julia's movements. He circled once, twice, and settled with a small sigh of contentment.
Fourth: the pastry case. Marta Kowalski's delivery had arrived before dawn, left in the insulated box by the back door as it was every morning, and Julia arranged the day's offerings with care. Blueberry scones, their tops crackled with sugar. Lemon poppyseed muffins. Almond croissants, flaky and generous. A single apple galette that Marta had included with a note: Experimental. Tell me if it's too sweet. Julia positioned it at the front of the case, because Marta's experiments were never too sweet, and the regulars deserved first access.
Fifth: the patio herbs. She stepped outside through the side door, watering can in hand, and tended to the lavender and rosemary and mint that grew in the planters along the railing. The lake was silver-blue in the morning light, the birch trees along the path catching the sun in their white bark, and Julia stood for a moment breathing air that tasted of mineral and green and the particular freshness of water that had been cold all night.
This was her life now. This was the architecture of her recovery made tangible: the café, the routine, the small daily tasks that accumulated into a structure she could trust.
She went back inside, and at 6:15 exactly, she flipped the sign to OPEN.

      ***Becca Flint arrived at 6:47, three minutes early, which was unusual enough that Julia noticed.
"You're punctual," Julia said, not looking up from the espresso she was pulling for the first customer of the day—Gerald Morrison, retired postal worker, cortado with an extra shot, who had been sitting at the same corner table every morning since before Julia had arrived and would likely be sitting there long after she was gone.
"I have gossip," Becca said, already tying on her apron—vintage floral, her own, because Becca had opinions about the café's standard-issue aprons that she expressed through strategic noncompliance. Her bleached hair was freshly cut, shorter than last week, and her constellation of ear piercings caught the light as she moved. "Real gossip. Not 'Mrs. Patterson bought a new mailbox' gossip."
"I liked the mailbox gossip." Julia delivered Gerald's cortado with a nod and returned to the counter. "It had narrative arc. Rising action. Climax. Denouement."
"The climax was that she chose green instead of black."
"Exactly. Subversive."
Becca laughed—the laugh that filled rooms, that made customers smile reflexively, that had earned her three times Julia's Instagram following despite working half the hours. She was twenty-eight and had grown up in Heron's Cove, left for Madison after high school, and returned two years ago after a relationship ended in ways she described as "dramatically, but not interestingly." She was the café's most popular employee, and Julia's closest friend in town, and she was currently vibrating with the particular energy of someone who had information to share.
"Fine," Julia said. "Tell me."
"Erin Delaney is coming to town."
Julia parsed the name for recognition and found it. "The author? Lake of Shadows?"
"You've read it?"
"I've seen it." Every bookstore, every airport, every grocery store checkout line for the past eight months. The cover was distinctive: dark water, a woman's silhouette, gold lettering. "Collette's been pushing it."
"Collette's been obsessed." Becca lowered her voice, though the café was still nearly empty—Gerald in his corner, Macchiato in his bed, and the soft hum of the espresso machine. "She's hosting a book signing this Saturday. The whole town's invited. She's been promoting it for months."
"That's not gossip. That's a community calendar event."
"The gossip," Becca said, with the patience of someone who had expected this response, "is that Erin Delaney and Collette have history. Madison history. Before Erin was famous, before she even published her first book. They were—" She paused for effect. "—collaborators."
Julia raised an eyebrow. "On what?"
"Nobody knows. That's what makes it gossip."
The door chimed—the soft bell above the entrance that Julia had chosen specifically for its unobtrusiveness—and two of the morning regulars entered, a married couple who ran the bait shop on the marina and who ordered matching Americanos with the synchronized efficiency of thirty years of marriage. Julia moved to serve them, and Becca took over the register, and for a few minutes the café filled with the comfortable rhythm of morning business.
When there was a lull, Becca returned to her post beside Julia at the espresso machine.
"You should come to the signing," she said.
"I have a café to run."
"On Saturday evening. You'll be closed."
"I'll be recovering from being open."
"Julia." Becca's tone shifted, just slightly, into something more sincere. "Erin Delaney is a big deal. Like, a big deal. Her book's been on the bestseller list for thirty-two weeks. She's gorgeous and successful and probably very interesting, and Collette's shop is going to be packed, and you should come because—"
"Because?"
"Because you spend every Saturday night alone with your dog and your mood journal, and that's fine, that's healthy, but also it's a book signing, not a commitment."
Julia considered this. Becca was not wrong, exactly, about the Saturday nights. She was wrong about the "alone" part—Macchiato was company, and her mood journal was a tool, not a companion—but the underlying observation was accurate. Julia had built a life in Heron's Cove that was structured and sustainable and, occasionally, solitary in ways that tipped from peaceful into isolated.
"I'll think about it," she said.
Becca beamed. "That's a yes."
"That's an 'I'll think about it.'"
"Which, from you, is a yes."
The door chimed again, and Julia looked up, and Nolan Reyes walked in.

      ***He was tall—six-two, she'd estimated, though she'd never asked—and he moved through the world with the particular economy of someone who had learned to take up less space than his frame suggested. Brown skin, dark hair kept short, a face that settled into neutral expressions that could read as either calm or guarded depending on the light. He wore what he always wore: practical clothes in muted colors, today a grey henley and dark jeans, the kind of wardrobe that communicated nothing and therefore, Julia had decided, communicated everything about a man who did not want to be noticed.
She'd noticed anyway. She noticed most things, but she'd noticed Nolan Reyes more than most.
He was the town's only police detective, though he rarely discussed his work. He'd arrived in Heron's Cove three years before Julia, had bought a small house on the lake's north shore, and had established himself as a fixture of the community through the simple method of being consistently present and unfailingly polite. He came to The Perch every morning at 7:15, give or take five minutes. He ordered dark roast, black. He sat at the counter rather than a table, and he read—newspapers, case files, occasionally a novel—while he drank his coffee slowly, as if he were rationing it.
Today, he was two minutes early.
Julia had already started his order.
"You're predictable," she said, by way of greeting, as she poured the dark roast into his usual mug—ceramic, cream-colored, a chip on the handle that she'd been meaning to replace for six months and hadn't because he always reached for that specific mug.
"Consistent," he corrected, settling onto his usual stool. "There's a difference."
"Is there?"
"Predictable implies lack of intentionality. Consistent implies commitment to a proven method."
"A proven method of ordering inferior coffee."
This was their routine. It had been their routine for eighteen months, since the first morning Nolan had walked in and ordered dark roast and Julia had made the mistake of asking if he was sure. The conversation that followed had established the parameters of their relationship: she believed dark roast was over extracted and bitter, a waste of good beans; he believed it was robust and honest, uncomplicated by the fussiness of lighter roasts. Neither had convinced the other. Neither had stopped trying.
"The Yirgacheffe today," she said, sliding his mug across the counter, "has notes of bergamot and jasmine. You could experience something transcendent. Instead, you're drinking—" she gestured at his dark roast "—char."
"I'm drinking coffee," he said. "You're drinking a beverage that requires a sommelier."
"I'm drinking coffee the way coffee deserves to be drunk."
"You're drinking coffee the way coffee marketers want you to drink it."
Macchiato, who had been observing this exchange from his bed, rose and padded over to Nolan's stool. This was also routine: Macchiato liked Nolan, in the particular way that Macchiato liked perhaps five people in Heron's Cove, seeking them out with a warmth he didn't extend to most customers. Julia had noticed this early and had spent more time than she would admit wondering what it meant. Service dogs were trained to be friendly but professional with strangers; Macchiato's response to Nolan was neither. It was personal.
Nolan reached down and scratched behind Macchiato's ears, in the spot where the small scar marked his left ear, and Macchiato's tail swept the floor in slow, contented arcs.
"How's your morning?" Nolan asked.
He was asking about the morning. He was also asking how she was. Julia had learned to hear both questions, and to answer both without acknowledging the second.
"Sage," she said.
He looked up. "Sage?"
"The color. It's a sage morning." She wiped down the counter, though it didn't need wiping. "Clear. Calm. Functional."
"That's good."
"It is."
There was a pause. Nolan sipped his dark roast. Julia wiped the counter again. Macchiato settled at Nolan's feet, which was unusual—he typically returned to his bed after greetings—and Julia noticed this too, filed it away in the mental catalogue she kept of things that didn't quite fit patterns.
"Becca tells me there's a book signing this weekend," Nolan said.
"Becca tells everyone everything. It's her gift."
"Are you going?"
Julia considered the question. Considered that he was asking. Considered what it meant that he was asking, and what it would mean if she answered, and whether she was overthinking a simple inquiry about a community event.
"Maybe," she said. "Are you?"
"Maybe."
They looked at each other. The espresso machine hummed. The door chimed as another customer entered, and Julia turned to greet them, and when she turned back, Nolan was reading a folded newspaper he'd produced from somewhere, and the moment—if it had been a moment—had passed.
He stayed for twenty-three minutes. She knew because she'd glanced at the clock when he arrived and again when he left, and she'd calculated the difference automatically, the way she calculated everything. Twenty-three minutes was three minutes longer than his usual twenty. She did not write this down. She did not think about what it meant.
She thought about it anyway.

      ***By mid-morning, the café had settled into its familiar rhythm: the steady flow of customers, the hiss and pour of espresso, the soft conversations that rose and fell like tides. Julia moved through it with the particular grace of someone who had found her place, her hands knowing the work before her mind directed them.
At 10:30, during the lull between the breakfast rush and the late-morning coffee seekers, she stepped onto the patio.
The lake stretched before her, silver-blue under the climbing sun, and the birch trees along the path caught the light in their leaves, turning them to fluttering coins of green and gold. A loon called somewhere in the distance—the sound that had startled her, her first weeks in Heron's Cove, and that now felt as essential as the espresso machine's hum. She settled into one of the wrought-iron chairs, Macchiato at her feet, and pulled her notebook from her apron pocket.
This was not the investigation notebook. There was no investigation yet, no crime to investigate, no reason for the color-coded evidence logs that would later fill its pages. This was simply her daily notebook, the place where she recorded observations and thoughts and the small details that accumulated into understanding.
She wrote:
Tuesday. Patio. 10:34 AM.
Lake: silver-blue, light wind from the north, two kayakers visible near the eastern shore.
Café: 47 customers so far, above average for a Tuesday. Gerald stayed an extra fifteen minutes—check if he's lonely or just enjoying the new croissants.
She paused. Tapped her pen against the page.
Becca mentioned the author visiting this weekend. Erin Delaney. Collette's been promoting it for months. "Collaborators," Becca said. History.
She paused again. Considered.
Nolan lingered three minutes longer than usual this morning.
She looked at what she'd written. Then she turned the page and, in the margin, drew a small coffee cup instead. The details she'd noted were not significant. They were simply details, the texture of a life she was paying attention to.
The loon called again. Macchiato's ears twitched toward the sound, but he didn't lift his head from his paws.
"I almost bought a bookend from Collette's shop last month," Julia said to him, because she talked to Macchiato constantly and without apology, narrating her thoughts as a processing tool. "Cast iron. Shaped like a heron. Beautiful, actually, but too expensive for something I'd just put on a shelf and forget about."
Macchiato's tail moved once, acknowledging.
"Collette has good taste," Julia continued. "Expensive taste. The kind of taste that makes you feel like you should want things you don't actually need."
She closed the notebook. Slipped it back into her apron pocket. Looked out at the lake, at the light on the water, at the birch trees swaying in the soft wind.
Four days from now, Erin Delaney would be dead.
But Julia didn't know that yet. She knew only this: the morning was a seven, the color was sage, and the life she had built in Heron's Cove was holding her exactly as she'd designed it to.
She went back inside to make more coffee.






  
  Chapter two
The Signing


The folding chairs at Birch & Brine Books had been arranged in neat rows that morning, but by seven o'clock they had achieved the gentle chaos of actual use—shifted at angles, some pulled closer together where friends had found each other, one dragged to the back corner by someone who wanted escape proximity to the door. Julia had claimed that corner chair early, Macchiato settled at her feet in his navy service vest, and from this vantage she could see the entire room without being part of it. 
The bookshop was overstocked in the particular way of stores that had survived on love rather than logic. Shelves climbed to the ceiling and then, having run out of vertical space, began colonizing horizontal surfaces—books stacked on windowsills, piled beside the register, arranged in careful towers on the floor near the reading nook that had been cleared for tonight's event. The scent was layered: old pages and binding glue beneath, lavender from the sachets Collette tucked between volumes, and tonight, the warm press of thirty-odd bodies in a space meant for browsing rather than gathering. Someone had brought wine. Someone else had brought cheese. The event had the feeling of a party that had accidentally accrued a guest of honor.
Lord Byron observed from the highest shelf, a grey Persian with the flat expression of a creature who had seen many book signings and found them all wanting. His tail flicked once as Collette moved to the podium, then stilled.
"Friends, neighbors, and those of you who wandered in thinking this was the wine shop—" Collette paused for the laugh, received it, continued with the practiced rhythm of someone who had rehearsed this opening in her bathroom mirror. "Welcome to Birch & Brine's most anticipated event of the summer. Possibly the decade. I've been told I'm prone to hyperbole, but in this case, I think the evidence speaks for itself."
She gestured to the poster propped on an easel beside the podium: Erin Delaney's author photo, professionally lit, capturing the photogenic wave of red hair and the green eyes that seemed to make direct contact with every viewer simultaneously. The title of her novel curved above her in elegant serif: The Lakeshore Deception.
Julia watched Collette's face as she delivered the introduction. The bookshop owner was in her element—silver-streaked dark hair swept up, reading glasses on their beaded chain, hands moving with the expansive gestures of genuine enthusiasm. But there was something beneath the warmth that Julia's eye caught and catalogued without interpretation. A tightness at the corners of Collette's smile. A moment, just before she said Erin's name, where her gaze flickered to the back of the room and then away.
Macchiato shifted at Julia's feet. Not an alert—his training was precise, and this wasn't the posture of work. But not settled either. His ears tracked Collette's movement with unusual attention, and when she passed near their corner on her way to the podium, he went very still.
Julia filed it under observation. Sometimes dogs noticed things. Sometimes they were just dogs.
"—and so, without further ado, please welcome Heron's Cove's most famous summer visitor: Erin Delaney."
The applause was genuine and warm. Erin rose from the front row with the fluid grace of someone who had learned to make standing up look like a performance. She was wearing a structured navy blazer over a simple white tee, dark jeans, ankle boots with a modest heel—the visual grammar of someone who had learned to look like a brand without appearing to try. Her red hair caught the bookshop's warm lighting and held it.
She was thinner than her dust jacket photo. Julia noticed it immediately, the way the blazer hung slightly loose at the shoulders, the sharper angle of her jaw. Recently thinner. The kind of weight loss that came from stress rather than intention.
"Thank you, Collette. And thank you all for coming out on a Saturday night when you could be doing literally anything else." Erin's voice was warm, self-deprecating, pitched to carry without effort. "I know there's a fish fry at the Heron's Cove Diner that I'm personally responsible for you missing, so I'll try to make this worth the sacrifice."
Laughter rippled through the room. Julia watched the way Erin's eyes moved across the audience—connecting, acknowledging, creating the impression that each person was being seen individually. It was a skill. Julia recognized it from her marketing days, the cultivated ability to make a room feel like a conversation rather than a performance.
Erin's gaze passed over the second row and did not linger. But her smile, for just a moment, became effortful.
Julia followed the trajectory. Joshua Hale sat in the second row with the studied casualness of a man who wanted to appear as though he had ended up there by accident. Silver-haired, expensively dressed in a way that read as effortful in Heron's Cove—linen shirt, pressed chinos, boat shoes that had clearly never been on a boat. He was watching Erin with an intensity that he was trying, and failing, to disguise as polite interest.
Erin did not look at him again.
"I'm going to read a short passage from the book," she continued, opening the hardcover on the podium, "and then we'll do some Q&A, and then I'll sign whatever you put in front of me, including parking tickets, divorce papers, and questionable tattoo designs. I don't judge."
More laughter. She was good at this. Julia found herself charmed despite the analytical part of her brain that was cataloguing the performance. There was genuine intelligence beneath the polish—the way Erin chose her words, the timing of her pauses, the self-awareness in her humor. This was a person who understood exactly what she was doing and did it well.
The reading was from a chapter set at a lakeside resort, a scene of tension between two characters who knew each other's secrets and were pretending not to. Erin read with the measured pace of someone who trusted her prose, letting the words land without overselling them. Julia found herself pulled into the narrative despite herself, recognizing the lake in the description, the particular quality of Wisconsin summer light.
Macchiato's ears swiveled toward the door. A late arrival: Carson Whitfield, broad and fair-haired, slipping into the back row with the apologetic hunch of someone who knew he was being noticed. He was wearing a polo shirt—pale blue, slightly too formal for the setting—and his expression had the dazed quality of a person who was present because obligation required it rather than interest. He worked at the Meridian Inn, Julia remembered. The inn was hosting Erin for her visit. He was probably required to attend.
He did not look comfortable. His eyes found Erin at the podium and then looked away, fixing on the floor near his feet. His hands, clasped in his lap, were not quite still.
Julia added it to the catalogue.
The reading ended to warm applause. Erin closed the book and smiled at the audience, and the smile was slightly less effortful now—the performance settling into something more genuine as she relaxed into the rhythm of the event.
"Questions?"
Hands went up. The first few were the standard fare: where did she get her ideas, how long did the book take to write, was there going to be a sequel. Erin fielded them with practiced ease, offering enough detail to feel generous without

      ***
      ***





