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Chapter One 

			Cally Pope murdered her wife. She turned this apparent truth over in her mind as she ran, poking at it like a sore spot in her mouth.

			She burst out of the trees and back onto the path, her feet beating a steady thump, thump on the hard packed dirt, she murdered her wife ticking like a metronome in her head, feet keeping steady time. She, thump, killed, thump, her wife.

			Cally stopped suddenly, a fierce stitch flaying open her side. She bent double and dragged the cold morning air into her lungs. The ground beneath her doubled for a moment, became two paths, then swam out of focus, came back. Her skin prickled hot and cold. Now her lungs itched, and she wanted to reach inside her body and scratch them until there was blood under her nails.

			When she knew she wasn’t going to pass out, Cally stood up, bent her back, felt it crack, and almost enjoyed the way her head buzzed and her ears roared with the whoosh of blood. She checked her watch: 0715. Still time. Only halfway done, though she wouldn’t last much longer at this pace. Cally took a quick drink from the bottle she had clipped to her running shorts, hooked it back on, then took off along the path that led down to the lake.

			Her legs wobbled for a moment, muscles wanting to betray her and bring her down low. She fought against collapse, picked up the familiar rhythm, forced her feet to pound the earth again.

			Down at the lake she finally stopped. This was the place. This was where her ticking mind finally stopped. Sweat ran down her body and cooled instantly as the freezing morning air touched it. A cold wind was blowing off the lake. Cally watched the kayaker out in the middle, their paddle beating a familiar rhythm on the water. She, thump, killed, thump, her wife.

			Cally sighed and finished the water in her bottle. Her legs spasmed and almost buckled and she went to the bench and sat down before she ended up face down in the dirt, and wouldn’t that be ironic. Stupid. She still had another five miles to go to get home.

			Cally leaned back on the bench and followed the steady progress of the kayaker as they made their way back around the lake.

			She wondered why today, of all mornings, she was back on the murdered your wife jag. Cally had never been tried in any court of law for it, but the Great British Public had judged her all the same and found her guilty. The truth didn’t matter, just the will of the tabloids with their lurid headlines, their brand of truth screaming out bile made of thick black ink and puking it onto the pages for everyone to slurp up.

			The nation’s sweetheart was dead, and Cally Pope had killed her.

			Cally sighed. It didn’t matter. Some stupid story in an idiotic online gossip rag printed on cheap paper and posted through her letterbox yesterday morning, big redirect label on the envelope. The postage mark was stamped in London just like always. Cally knew who had done it—well, not exactly who, but someone who must, at this point, qualify as a pen pal if nothing else. The same person who sent the letters. Religiously. They could always be relied on to remind Cally about what happened, about what she did, whether Cally wanted to remember or not. It had been going on for a while now.

			Nine months. Time enough to have a baby or have your whole life pulled out from under you in some crappy game of fate. People she was convinced would stand by her disappeared like wisps of smoke. Cally sold everything and left London. More grist for the mill. An absolute sign of her guilt—if any more was even needed. She’d fled abroad—trying to avoid arrest no doubt, the papers said. Cally went to Greece, for fuck’s sake. And when the arrest never came, it didn’t matter. She’d been guilty for six months by then, and public interest had started to wane just like Nathan—her solicitor—promised it would.

			The nation had turned their judging eyes to another poor fucker, and Cally skulked home. Quietly—like any guilty person should—at night on the last flight, and she’d come here to Halesbrook to try to start again. She’d gone back to her maiden name. Not that it would be hard to tie her to the late, great Jules Kay. Not for anyone who still gave a shit about the evil bitch who’d got away with murdering pillar of the community and champion of the disenfranchised, the one, the only, Saint Jules of—

			“Fuck,” Cally said out loud as the heavens opened with a crack of thunder, and the rain poured. A fierce wind whipped itself into a frenzy and made the trees around her groan and creak. She glanced across the water at the kayaker, who was now struggling to make their way over to the bank of the lake where Cally was. The rain was really coming down, and Cally was soaked through. The rain washed the sweat away but in its place left a maddening itch, one that began at her lungs and radiated out, up and down her legs and across her chest.

			Cally stood, meaning to run home. But when she looked across at the kayaker, she could see they were struggling in the rain. The kayak rolled dangerously to the left, and Cally watched the woman—she could see it was a woman now—flail her arms out. A gust of wind caught her paddle and sent it tumbling into the water.

			Cally walked out to the shore. The water in the lake looked like someone had reached in with a giant whisk and given it a stir. Of course it was the wind, which seemed to be getting stronger. Water bounced off the kayak, rolling it like a toy in the waves the wind created. The kayaker was in trouble, no doubt about it. She started to wriggle out of her seat. Without her paddle, she probably decided she’d have to swim for it. Bad idea.

			Cally stepped into the water and gasped as its icy fingers lapped at her ankles. She called out to the kayaker, but her voice was carried away in the roar of the rain. Cally walked in further, up to her thighs. Her poor abused muscles cried out. She waved her arms, hoping to catch the kayaker’s attention. The kayaker was still struggling to climb out when the boat rolled again and nearly capsized. It was still too far from the shore for Cally, a county swimming champion in a previous life, to reach it without swimming out, and looking at how rough the water was, Cally wasn’t sure she’d make it.

			Just then, the kayak rolled all the way over, its shiny bottom facing the sky ominously. Cally waited for the kayaker to right it. She waited. And waited. The shiny bottom rocked restlessly. Cally waded further out, the water up to her chest, and she could feel the current pulling at her, tugging gently as if to say come on in, the water’s fine. Cally knew better. But still, that boat bottom bobbed. The kayaker wasn’t coming up on her own.

			Cally sighed. She started to swim. She pumped her legs as the current tried to drag her sideways and the wind battered her back. If she could make it to the kayak, maybe she could pull the woman out. She was confident she could get her back to shore if the woman didn’t fight her, and it was possible she would and drown them both in the process. Cally sighed. She couldn’t just leave her out there.

			The rain continued to beat down on her head and fill her mouth. Her muscles ached and stung and screamed. She kept swimming. After what felt like an age but was only a minute at most, she came to the kayak. Just as she reached out to touch the boat, she felt the water clutch her waist like a possessive lover and pull her under and away.

			She opened her eyes and could barely see anything. The water was murky brown, and God knew what detritus floated past her. She could make out the kayak ahead of her, and inside it, the kayaker. Cally reached out, kicked her legs as hard as she could, and at last felt the water release her. She surged forward and up and broke the surface of the lake. Her lungs screamed out as she dragged air into them. Cally surged forward once more and felt the cold slippery solidity of the kayak. She found purchase on its edge, got her shoulders under it, and tried to push the kayak over.

			It rolled once, twice, then crashed back down, shiny side still up. Cally felt her strength draining. She had maybe one more go in her. She went below the surface of the water, pushed her arms straight up, and heaved. She pistoned her legs and shoved with everything left in her, firing herself out of the water. The boat flipped back over, rolled to the left dangerously, then—praise be to God—righted itself. The kayaker flopped inside the boat like a rag doll.

			Cally wasted no time. She swam to the back of the kayak and pushed it to shore. Now, the rain stopped. The water, maybe on seeing it had lost this battle, lay back down and went to sleep. Sunshine leaked from behind the clouds as Cally forced the kayak forward. The kayaker coughed once, groaned, then was silent.

			The boat scraped on the pebble shore, and the kayaker flopped uselessly in her seat. When she was sure the kayak wouldn’t slide back into the water, Cally used the very last of her strength and dragged the woman out of the boat. Cally loosened her life vest—fat lot of good that had done her—and felt the pulse in her neck. Thready but there. She tried to remember anything she knew about CPR, came up blank, and rolled the woman on her side, sure she’d seen that once somewhere.

			Cally slapped the woman’s back, at a loss for anything else to do. That seemed to do it, though, because the woman gasped, coughed, then spewed brown lake water all over the shore. Cally fell backwards, her legs finally giving out. She watched with relief as the woman puked again, then struggled onto all fours. The woman’s breathing was ragged. Cally wanted to speak to her but couldn’t find any words. Now it was all over, Cally was shaking and shivering and couldn’t stop. She just couldn’t stop. And now that familiar dirge filled her head—Killed…Your…Wife—in time with the woman’s breathing.

			Cally closed her eyes. When she opened them again, the woman was staring at her. A lock of brown hair half covered her face, but Cally could see how pale she was. She wondered if she looked the same.

			“Are you okay?” the woman asked.

			Cally thought that was a strange question. After all, Cally had swum out into the lake because she was drowning. Hadn’t she? Wasn’t that what happened?

			“Your teeth,” The woman said. “Chattering. And your lips. They’re blue.” The woman staggered to her feet and searched in the kayak for something. She pulled out a coat, a thick winter coat, and Cally realised now she was freezing. The cold had settled in her bones and taken hold, and Cally wondered if she’d ever be warm again.

			Then the woman was draping the coat around Cally’s shoulders, pulling it tight. She sat down next to Cally, and Cally saw she had something else in her hand. A phone. She had a mobile phone.

			Cally leaned against the woman and closed her eyes. She listened as she made a call to someone, asked them to come right away. Cally opened her eyes, and the woman was looking at her expectantly.

			“What?” Cally asked and sat up straight.

			“Do you need an ambulance? Shall I call them? Or my dad, he could take us to the hospital.”

			“No, I don’t need an ambulance,” Cally said. What she wanted was to go home. Go home and get in the shower and drive this terrible cold from her bones.

			“You’re shaking. You can’t stop shaking, and your lips are blue,” the woman said.

			“You don’t look so great yourself,” Cally said, and then the funniest thing happened. The world started to spin. She tried to focus on the woman, but her face kept shrinking and shrinking until it was just a pinprick. Just a speck of something floating in the universe, floating in that brown, murky lake that was actually a grave, nearly her grave, nearly their grave.

			Just then, the pinprick that was the woman’s face went out, and Cally felt herself falling.

			




Chapter Ten 

			Cally jumped back, stumbled, and fell into Laurie. They both went down onto the hall floor. The thing that had jumped at her ran past, and Cally felt it brush her arm.

			“What the fuck was that?” Cally pushed the words out on a breath. Her chest was tight. Was this what it felt like to have a heart attack? Behind her, underneath her, Laurie started to laugh.

			“Oh my God, oh my God, I think I shit my pants,” Laurie wheezed.

			“Why are you laughing?” Cally hissed.

			“It was a dog. A fucking dog. Oh my God, I thought we were dead,” Laurie said.

			“A dog?”

			“A dog. Just a dog.” Laurie helped Cally to her feet. “Christ, that really had me going.” Laurie went back down the hall and picked up her torch. She aimed it at the kitchen doorway. “See? It must have knocked some stuff over, looking for food. Probably the stray a few people have mentioned seeing.”

			Cally took a deep breath. Just a dog. It must have wandered in because the front door was wide open all evening. If someone had once owned it, maybe it had a memory of houses being safe, warm places with food. Poor bloody thing.

			“Where’s your fuse box?” Laurie asked. “Please don’t say the basement.”

			Cally laughed. “No, it’s here in the hall. In that cupboard.” She pointed to a door under the stairs.

			Laurie opened it and fiddled around with something, Cally had no idea what. Suddenly, the hall light came on.

			“Blew a fuse,” Laurie said. “Not uncommon in an old house. Plus your electrics look like antiques.”

			Cally couldn’t argue. But still, it all seemed like such a coincidence. Leaving the keys in the door, fuses blowing, and the thermostat…

			“We should have a quick look around anyway. Make sure there isn’t another Mr. Dog rooting around in your underwear drawer upstairs,” Laurie said.

			They checked the living room, the bathroom, bedrooms, and even the loft. Everything was undisturbed and just as she’d left it earlier. Cally guessed she couldn’t really deny that she’d left the key in the front door. She felt foolish. Laurie must think she was a right idiot.

			Not that she cared what Laurie thought.

			They finished up back in the hall downstairs. “I guess I’d better get Sleeping Drunky out of the car and leave you in peace, then,” Laurie said.

			Cally nodded. “Thanks for tonight. I promise, I’m not as ditzy as I must seem.”

			Laurie smiled. “I didn’t think you were. No one who can give a presentation like you did earlier could be ditzy. Leaving keys in the door”—Laurie shrugged—“happens to the best of us.”

			Cally smiled. So Laurie could be nice. Who knew? “Thanks.”

			“Welcome. Want to help me get Cindersozzled out of the truck?” Laurie asked.

			“Stop calling her names.” Cally laughed. “I’ll help, though. It’s the least I can do.”

			“Sian’s a good egg. And she does a mean cheese twist. But she can’t handle her booze. I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve poured her into the back of my truck and driven her home.”

			“You know her well, then?” Cally asked and was surprised by the tiny pang of jealousy.

			“Not really well. She only came here shortly before you. Made quite an impression, though. And she’s lovely, so I don’t mind being her taxi from time to time.”

			She and Laurie walked back outside. Somewhere in the distance an owl hooted.

			“Cold,” Cally said and crossed her arms around her middle. “Let’s do this quickly—it’s freezing.”

			Now that all the excitement was over, Cally’s headache was really starting to kick in, and she was dreading the hangover tomorrow—well, today, actually. It was already close to two in the morning.

			“No worries,” said Laurie. “I wouldn’t mind getting to my bed either. I’ve got—Hey, what’s going on?”

			At first, Cally didn’t know what Laurie was talking about. It was so dark, and they were relying on Laurie’s torch again. She followed the beam of light as Laurie shone it over the ground. Then she saw it. Laurie’s two front tyres were flat—completely flat, and one was torn open.

			“Shit,” Laurie said and quickly walked around the truck. “What the fuck? At least the back two are okay.”

			Cally approached the truck. There was a strange light and airy feeling in her middle, like her stomach had vacated. She guessed it had. It was sitting somewhere around her throat. “Jesus, Laurie,” she whispered.

			“What shit luck that is. I didn’t even notice when we were coming up. I have one spare but not two.”

			Sian. Cally hoped she was all right. She had to check.

			Cally’s stomach dropped hard back into her middle, and she opened the door on her side.

			Sian was lying in the back seat with her coat over her, snoring softly. Cally breathed deeply. Okay, at least she was all right. For a second there, Cally had visions of Sian…well, it didn’t matter.

			Laurie opened the truck door on her side and looked at Cally through the truck. “We should get her inside. We should all get inside—it’s bloody freezing. You mind if I call the breakdown people from yours?”

			Cally nodded. “Sure.” Laurie didn’t seem too bothered. A bit annoyed maybe, but not scared. Not like Cally was scared. It was happening again.

			




Chapter Eleven 

			With Sian safely asleep on the sofa in the living room, Cally wondered how much to tell Laurie. After all, she barely knew her, and she’d hoped this thing wouldn’t follow her all the way to Halesbrook. She’d been so careful. But how much to say?

			“I’ll pay for your tyres,” Cally said as they sat at her kitchen table.

			Laurie looked at Cally over the hot mug of tea. “Why would you do that?”

			“Well, because it happened on my property.”

			“So? I probably drove over something on the way up here. Your drive is a disaster zone. I did feel something bump under the wheels on the way up. Must have been that,” Laurie said.

			“That’s what I mean. You wouldn’t have been driving up here if we weren’t so drunk. Please, let me pay. I feel bad,” Cally said.

			As soon as they put Sian on the sofa, Cally went straight back into the hall and locked the front door. She’d quickly glanced outside before closing the door but it was pointless. Way too dark to see anything—anyone. She shivered.

			“Look, I appreciate it, but it’s fine. Honestly. It’s happened before. I drive that truck all over the forest. Sometimes my tyres puncture.”

			Cally nodded. She wasn’t going to argue further, wasn’t going to draw attention to herself. Besides, maybe Laurie was right and she had driven over something. After Jules died, and all that other stuff happened, Cally got used to living in a constant state of anxiety. Maybe this was exactly what Laurie seemed to think it was.

			Cally felt herself relax a little. Nothing had happened since she moved here, and people got flat tyres all the time. Besides, how likely was it someone was lurking around out here, waiting for them?

			She was tired, and her hangover had kicked in, and she wasn’t thinking straight. Why drag up the past with Laurie now? What was the point?

			“Cally? Earth to Cally? You okay?” Laurie asked.

			“Sorry, yes—yes, I’m fine. Hangover has gone to work, that’s all,” Cally said.

			“Why don’t you go to bed? I can pull the door shut behind me when the recovery bloke turns up,” Laurie said and stood. She gathered the mugs off the table and took them to the sink.

			“No, I can’t do that,” Cally said and stood up. “Here, let me take those. They can go in the dishwasher.”

			Laurie handed Cally the mugs and leaned back against the kitchen counter. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

			Cally busied herself with moving stuff around in the dishwasher so she wouldn’t have to look at Laurie, wouldn’t give anything away. “I’m sure. Just tired and drunk. It’s been a really long day.”

			“Yeah. Lots going on for you. Look, go to bed, honestly. I promise not to steal anything,” Laurie said, and Cally laughed.

			Cally turned as Laurie put her hand on her shoulder. “I trust you,” Cally said, then realised that was a lie. She hadn’t trusted anyone for a long time.

			“No, you don’t, but that’s okay. You don’t really know me yet,” Laurie said and took her hand away.

			“Yet?” Cally asked.

			Laurie nodded. “We’re going to be good friends, you and I.”

			“Are we now? You’re the second person who’s said that tonight.”

			“That’s because we’re a very friendly village.”

			Cally grinned and felt the lingering fear from earlier leave her. “We don’t even like each other.”

			“Don’t we? I’m wounded. You don’t like me?” Laurie said.

			“No, not a bit. You were so annoying earlier,” Cally said.

			“That’s rude. I think I will let you pay for my tyres,” Laurie said.

			“No, I’ve decided to call it even. I saved your life, remember?” Cally said.

			“My life is worth two tyres to you?”

			“At a push,” Cally said and grinned. She noticed now they were standing close, really close. Laurie must have noticed too because she took a step back and cleared her throat.

			“Well…” Laurie said.

			Cally heard the sound of an engine outside. “Looks like your breakdown assistance is here.”

			Laurie nodded. “It does. Unless you’re expecting another new friend.”

			Cally shook her head. “No.”

			“Okay, well, I’ll let you get to bed, then.”

			Cally nodded. “I’ll walk you out.”

			Cally followed Laurie to the front door and almost bumped into her when she pulled up short.

			“You locked us in?” Laurie turned to Cally, looking puzzled.

			Cally walked around her and twisted the deadbolt back. “Old habits.” She said it brightly, trying to sound like before when they’d been messing about in the kitchen. It sounded hollow to her own ears, though. “I’m from London.” As if that explained it, which she guessed it did to a certain extent.

			“London. Yeah, I think I heard that,” Laurie said. “Well, I guess I’ll come back later and take you to collect your car.”

			“Oh.” Cally hadn’t even thought about how she’d get her car. She wasn’t used to there being no taxis. “You don’t have to. Sian mentioned a boyfriend or husband or whatever, before. Nick? He might be able to drop me.”

			Laurie turned in the doorway and that smirk was back. “Ah yes, the elusive Nick. Okay, well, if you change your mind, let me know.”

			“How will I let you know?” Cally asked, letting the Nick thing go. There was obviously something there, but she was too tired to get into it.

			“Give me your phone,” Laurie said.

			“No. I’m not giving you my phone,” Cally said.

			Laurie rolled her eyes. “To write my number in.”

			“Oh. Oh yes, of course.” Cally unlocked her phone and sheepishly held it out. “Sorry.”

			Laurie quickly put her number in, turned

			
			




Epilogue 

			One year later

			Laurie was moaning about the pain in her shoulder again. Cally noticed how it always seemed to coincide with a task she didn’t want to do.

			“The people in that cabin are bloody evil. I’m telling you, Cally. Don’t make me go down again to see what they want,” Laurie whined.

			Cally rolled her eyes. “I went last time, so this time it’s your go.”

			“But my shoulder,” Laurie said.

			“Pregnancy trumps a bad shoulder. Get a move on before they complain again,” Cally said. She rubbed her back and waddled over to the sink. The baby was due any day now, and as far as she was concerned, it couldn’t come soon enough.

			“Fine. You can’t use that excuse forever, though,” Laurie said and walked over. She kissed Cally softly on the mouth and patted the bump.

			“Watch me,” Cally replied and laughed when Laurie swatted her bum.

			Martha chose that moment to limp into the kitchen and stare at Cally. Laurie was convinced that when she did that, she was trying to psychically transmit she wanted cheese. Cally wasn’t so sure. Mostly, though, they gave it to her.

			After Sian shot her, it had been touch-and-go. Cally had been certain she was dead. It was one of the officers who carried Martha outside in his arms.

			She was busy arguing with Laurie—who didn’t want to be loaded into the ambulance because apparently Cally could just give her a lift to the hospital—when she saw Martha being brought out, just about still alive.

			She’d done a deal with Laurie then. Laurie went into the ambulance, and Cally drove Martha to the vet.

			In the end, though, the officer—a big dog lover—drove them there on blue lights.

			Martha looked at Cally now as if to say I helped save your life. Give me a snack.

			“Give her a snack, then,” Laurie said.

			“Laurie, she can’t just eat whatever she wants. It’s bad for her,” Cally said. “Also, weren’t you going down to the cabins?”

			Laurie sighed. “Yeah.” She walked over to Cally and pulled her into her arms. She kissed her gently on the tip of her nose. “Love you.”

			“Love you too,” Cally said. And she meant it.

			A year ago she’d never imagined she would have this. A relationship where she was loved and respected. Laurie was patient and kind and everything Cally could want. The business was going well, and they were fully booked for the summer already.

			Cally touched her bump and smiled. These days, the only eyes that watched her were Laurie’s loving ones. And of course, Martha’s hungry ones, always hustling for cheese.

			Cally gave in. “Fine, just one small square,” she said and laughed as Martha seemed to understand and danced around her.
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			Come Find Me in the Midnight Sun by Bailey Bridgewater. In Alaska, disappearing is the easy part. When two men go missing, state trooper Louisa Linebach must solve the case, and when she thinks she’s coming close, she’s wrong. (978-1-63679-566-9)

			Death on the Water by CJ Birch. The Ocean Summit’s authorities have ruled a death on board its inaugural cruise as a suicide, but Claire suspects murder, and with the help of Assistant Cruise Director Moira, Claire conducts her own investigation. (978-1-63679-497-6)

			Living For You by Jenny Frame. Can Sera Debrek face real and personal demons to help save the world from darkness and open her heart to love? (978-1-63679-491-4)

			Ride with Me by Jenna Jarvis. When Lucy’s vacation to find herself becomes Emma’s chance to remember herself, they realize that everything they’re looking for might already be sitting right next to them—if they’re willing to reach for it. (978-1-63679-499-0)

			Rivals for Love by Ali Vali. Brooks Boseman’s brother Curtis is getting married, and Brooks needs to be at the engagement party. Only she can’t possibly go, not with Curtis set to marry the secret love of her youth, Fallon Goodwin. (978-1-63679-384-9)

			Whiskey and Wine by Kelly and Tana Fireside. Winemaker Tessa Williams and sex toy shop owner Lace Reynolds are both used to taking risks, but will they be willing to put their friendship on the line if it gives them a shot at finding forever love? (978-1-63679-531-7)

			Hands of the Morri by Heather K O’Malley. Discovering she is a Lost Sister and growing acquainted with her new body, Asche learns how to be a warrior and commune with the Goddess the Hands serve, the Morri. (978-1-63679-465-5)

			I Know About You by Erin Kaste. With her stalker inching closer to the truth, Cary Smith is forced to face the past she’s tried desperately to forget. (978-1-63679-513-3)

			Mate of Her Own by Elena Abbott. When Heather McKenna finally confronts the family who cursed her, her werewolf is shocked to discover her one true mate, and that’s only the beginning. (978-1-63679-481-5)

			Pumpkin Spice by Tagan Shepard. For Nicki, new love is making this pumpkin spice season sweeter than expected. (978-1-63679-388-7)
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