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Introduction

Some lies are easy to spot. 

Others slip into the heart so smoothly they begin to feel like truth. 

His Lies Fit My Heart is a story of buried secrets, dangerous charm, haunting intuition, and a woman forced to trust herself when everyone around her is hiding something. At its core, this novel is about the thin line between love and deception, the cost of seeing too much, and the quiet strength it takes to survive what should have destroyed you. 

If you love romantic suspense filled with tension, emotional stakes, hidden motives, dark turns, and slow-burning connection, this story was written for you. 

Welcome to Blackwater. 

Nothing stays buried there for long. 
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Chapter 1 — The Things Water Keeps

By the time the rain started, Mara Ellis had already known something was wrong. 

It had been one of those slow, airless afternoons that made the whole town feel stuck between breaths. Even the trees beyond her porch had looked still, their branches stiff against a white-gray sky. Summer in Bell’s Hollow always carried its own kind of pressure, but that day felt different. Heavier. Like the earth was bracing. 

Mara stood at the sink in her kitchen, rinsing out a chipped coffee mug while her youngest son, Caleb, sat at the table pushing peas around his plate with the flat side of a fork. 

“You’re not eating,” she said without turning.

“I am.”

“You’re rearranging.”

“That counts as effort.”

Despite herself, Mara smiled faintly. “No, baby. It counts as stalling.”

Caleb sighed with the drama only nine-year-old boys could produce, then stabbed one pea and lifted it like he was being punished by law. Mara dried her hands on a dish towel and turned to look at him. His dark hair needed cutting. His big brown eyes were too much like his father’s for some days to be easy.

The ache hit low and familiar. Not sharp anymore. Just permanent. 

Three years since Ben had died and grief still found new rooms inside her. 

At the far end of the kitchen, her daughter Ivy sat cross-legged on the counter, flipping through a magazine she was too young to care about and too old to admit that she only liked for the glossy perfume ads. 

“Miss Hatcher called,” Ivy said, not looking up.

Mara frowned. “Why?”

“She said she’s coming at six for a reading.”

“I don’t remember making that appointment.”

“She said it was important.” Ivy finally looked up. “Which, in this town, usually means embarrassing.”

Bell’s Hollow had a population too small for privacy and too nosy for shame. Mara had lived there all her life. She knew the habits of its people as well as she knew the back roads or the creek behind the old church. She knew which wives pretended not to notice lipstick on collars and which husbands drank too much and then found religion every Sunday. She knew who came to her for readings in secret and who crossed the street in daylight so nobody would think they believed in her gift. 

Gift. Curse. Trick of nerves. Trauma response. Demonic intuition. People had called it all kinds of things over the years. 

Mara had stopped naming it a long time ago. 

She only knew what it felt like. 

A cold hum under her skin. A pressure at the base of her skull. Sometimes a flash so sudden it split her breath in half. Sometimes dreams that clung to her all day like spider silk. Sometimes nothing but a feeling that would not let go until she listened. 

That afternoon, the feeling had begun at noon and worsened by the minute. 

Not grief. Not memory. 

Warning. 

The back screen door slapped open, and thirteen-year-old Noah came in smelling like sunshine, dirt, and the riverbank. 

“Wash up,” Mara said immediately.

“I did. In the hose.”

She gave him a look. 

He grinned. “Fine.”

As he disappeared down the hall toward the bathroom, thunder rolled faintly in the distance. Mara’s hand tightened on the dish towel.

Ivy noticed. She noticed everything. 

“You’ve got that face again,” her daughter said.

Mara kept her voice easy. “What face?”

“The one where you look like someone walked over your grave.”

“Don’t say things like that.”

“Why? In this house it could be literal.”

Caleb snorted. Mara shot both of them a look that should have ended the conversation, but Ivy hopped off the counter and came closer. 

“Mama,” she said quietly, “what is it?”

Mara opened her mouth and then closed it. She didn’t like telling the children when the air shifted inside her. She didn’t like making them watch her watch the world.

“I don’t know yet,” she said.

And that was the worst part. When she knew, there was at least something to brace against. A direction for the fear. But not knowing meant waiting, and waiting was its own cruelty. 

A car door slammed outside. 

Mara moved to the front window and pulled the curtain aside. A pale blue sedan sat in the driveway. Lena Hart climbed out slowly, one hand gripping the top of the car door as if steadying herself. Even from the window, Mara could see the bruise darkening the side of her face beneath a layer of powder that had failed to hide it. 

Mara closed her eyes for one second. 

Not warning, then. Confirmation. 

“Ivy, take your brothers to finish dinner in the den.”

“Why?”

“Because I said so.”

Ivy’s gaze flicked to the window, then sharpened. She’d seen Lena too. Without another word, she herded Caleb off his chair and called Noah from the hallway. 

Mara crossed the living room before Lena could knock. When she opened the door, rain-scented wind rushed in between them. 

“Mara,” Lena whispered, and that was all it took.

Her face broke. 

Mara reached for her immediately, pulling her inside and shutting out the porch, the sky, the eyes of the world. 

Lena’s body shook beneath her hands. She was small and soft where fear had hollowed her, with pretty features worn thin by years of trying to predict a man’s moods before he became them. 

“What happened?” Mara asked softly.

Lena wiped at her face. “He threw the lamp this time.”

“This time.”

Lena let out one ugly laugh. “You hear how I say these things now? Like there’s a scale. Like one kind of hurt is better than another.”

Mara guided her to the couch. “Did he touch the children?”

“No. They were at his sister’s. Thank God.” Her breathing hitched. “But he said next time he wouldn’t miss.”

Mara went still. 

There it was again—that terrible hum under her skin. 

Next time. 

A flash licked the edge of her vision. Dark water. A woman’s bracelet. Mud. A man’s hand pushing down. 

She gripped the back of the chair so hard her knuckles throbbed. 

“Mara?” Lena whispered.

Mara forced herself back into the room. “You can stay here tonight.”

Lena looked terrified by the offer. “If Roy finds me—”

“He doesn’t get to come into my house.”

The words came out strong, but inside Mara felt the tremor. Roy Hart was not a man who respected doors, or laws, or the limits of another person’s pain. He moved through the world like consequence belonged to other people. 

Still, Lena nodded because she wanted to believe someone could stop him. Mara wished belief were enough. 

Outside, thunder cracked louder, and the first hard drops of rain smacked the porch roof. 

Mara looked toward the darkening window and thought, with sudden certainty: 

Something had already started. 

And before this storm passed, Bell’s Hollow would lose one of its daughters.

Miss Hatcher arrived at six with lipstick too bright for the weather and nerves too thin for her perfume to hide. 

By then Lena was settled in the guest room with a cup of tea she hadn’t touched, the children had been fed and bribed into quiet, and Mara had changed into a clean cotton dress because people trusted visions more when the woman having them looked neat. 

That had always amused her. Folks in Bell’s Hollow wanted mystery, but only the respectable kind. 

Miss Hatcher sat straight-backed in the parlor chair across from Mara’s reading table, fingers twisting the strap of her handbag. She was fifty if she was a day, though she fought it with powder and stiff curls and dresses that belonged on younger women with fewer regrets. 

“I shouldn’t even be here,” she said.

“Then why are you?”

Miss Hatcher blinked, then gave a breathy little laugh. “You always do that.”

“Do what?”

“Act like there’s no point circling.”

“Usually there isn’t.”

Rain tapped steadily at the windows now, filling the pauses with sound. Mara lit the small candle on the table more out of habit than necessity. She didn’t need props. Cards and candles only helped other people settle enough to tell the truth. 

Miss Hatcher leaned forward. “I think my husband is lying to me.”

Mara waited. 

“That’s all?”

“That’s not enough?”

“It’s enough for a marriage,” Mara said. “Not always for a reading.”

Miss Hatcher looked briefly offended, then deflated. “He says he’s been staying late at the feed store to do inventory. But when he comes home, he smells like cologne. Not his. Something expensive. Sharp. And he hums.”

“Hums.”

“He only hums when he’s pleased with himself.”

That nearly drew a smile from Mara. 

“Do you want me to tell you if he’s having an affair,” Mara asked, “or do you want me to give you permission to already know?”

Miss Hatcher’s eyes filled so quickly Mara regretted the bluntness.

“I just want to stop feeling crazy.”

That, Mara understood. More than most things. 

She reached across the table and turned Miss Hatcher’s left hand palm-up. The woman’s skin was cool and soft, the pulse at her wrist quick. 

Mara closed her eyes. 

Usually it came as fragments. Sensations first, then image, then whatever meaning she could wrestle from the mess. This time she got red fabric. Laughter. The back room of the feed store. A woman with auburn hair. A hand at a waist that did not belong to a wife. Then, suddenly, like a knife through a curtain— Water. 

A body floating just beneath the skin of a pond. 

A gold chain glinting in the dark. 

Mara jerked back so hard the chair scraped the floor. 

Miss Hatcher gasped. “What? What did you see?”

“Not you.” Mara pressed a hand to her temple. The room had tilted. “I saw—”

The vision slammed again, harder. 

Wet hair over a pale face. Lips parted. Eyes closed forever. A whisper in Mara’s ear that felt like someone breathing inside her skull. 

Find me. 

The candle flame jumped. 

“Mara?” Miss Hatcher rose halfway from her chair.

Mara stood too quickly. “I need you to go.”

“What?”

“Now.”

Miss Hatcher stared at her in wounded confusion. “But my husband—”

“He’s lying,” Mara said flatly. “There’s a woman. You already knew that. Go home and decide whether humiliation is worse than honesty, but I cannot help you anymore tonight.”

That was cruel. She knew it. But terror had shoved politeness clean out of her. 

Miss Hatcher snatched up her handbag and stood. “Well. Fine. I won’t be spoken to this way.”

“No,” Mara said, still trying to steady herself. “You won’t.”

The woman left in a storm of perfume and offense. The front door shut. Silence swelled around the rain. 

Mara stayed where she was, one hand braced on the table until the blood rushed back from her face. 

A soft voice came from the doorway. “Bad one?”

Mara looked up. Ivy stood there in pajama shorts and one of Noah’s old school T-shirts, her expression too old for fourteen. 

“Yes.”

“Do you know who?”

“No.”

“But you know it’s a woman.”

Mara swallowed. “Yes.”

Ivy stepped into the room. “You should call the sheriff.”

“And say what? Hello, Luke, somewhere in town I think a woman might die near water?”

Ivy crossed her arms. “You’ve called him with less.”

That was unfair. Also true. 

Sheriff Luke Mercer had known Mara since they were children running barefoot behind the church during summer revivals. Back then he had been lanky and serious, with a face that looked made for adulthood before he’d even reached it. Now he was all broad shoulders and controlled patience, his quietness mistaken by strangers for ease. But Mara knew better. Luke carried his thoughts like a man carrying bricks—carefully and for too long. 

Since Ben’s death, Luke had checked on her more than he needed to. Not enough for gossip, just enough to matter. 

Sometimes she thought he did it because he pitied her. Sometimes she thought he did it because if he didn’t, he might do something more dangerous. 

“Mom?” Ivy said.

Mara hated when her daughter used the voice reserved for truth. 

“I’ll call,” she said.

Ivy nodded once and left her alone with the rain. 

The phone sat on the kitchen wall, yellowed with age. Mara stared at it before lifting the receiver. Luke answered on the third ring. 

“Sheriff’s office.”

“Luke.”

A pause. Then his voice changed, softened by recognition. “Mara. You alright?”

No. 

The answer lived in her mouth, but she gave him the one he needed. “I had a vision.”

That bought silence. 

Not disbelief. Never from him. Just caution. 

“What kind?”

“The kind that leaves me wishing I were wrong.”

He exhaled slowly. “Tell me.”

Mara looked out the window over the sink. Rain striped the glass so hard the yard beyond it blurred. “A woman. Dead. In water.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know.”

“Where?”

“I don’t know that either.”

“Mara.”

“I know how it sounds.”

“It sounds like half a nightmare.”

“Yes,” she said quietly. “That’s usually how these things start.”

Another pause. She could hear paper moving on his desk, the creak of his chair as he leaned back. She pictured him rubbing one hand over his jaw the way he did when he was trying not to say something difficult. 

“Did you see anything else?”

“A gold chain. Mud. Maybe reeds. And…” She closed her eyes. “The feeling that it’s soon. Maybe already.”

Luke’s voice dropped lower. “Are your kids home?”

“Yes.”

“Lock the doors.”

“Luke—”

“Just do it.”

Heat stirred low in her chest at the tone. Protective. Frustrated. Familiar. 

“I always lock the doors.”

“Lock them twice tonight.”

The storm rattled the windows like it agreed with him. 

“Alright,” she said.

“I’ll swing by after I finish here.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I know.”

That was the trouble with Luke Mercer. He never pushed in obvious ways. He just arrived, calm as dusk, and made refusal feel pointless. 

Mara tightened her grip on the receiver. “I’m probably wrong.”

“You’ve been wrong before,” he said.

She almost smiled. “That’s not very comforting.”

“It’s meant to be.”

The corner of her mouth moved despite everything. 

Then his voice gentled. “Stay inside, Mara.”

When he hung up, she stood there a moment longer listening to the dead line. 

Then she locked the doors twice. 

Luke Mercer arrived just after dark with rain on his shoulders and concern he tried to hide behind routine. 

Mara opened the door before he knocked. He stood on the porch in uniform, hat in hand, damp hair darkened by the weather. The porch light carved sharp shadows into his face, catching the tiredness around his eyes. 

“You really did lock it twice,” he said, glancing at the top bolt.

“You sound surprised.”

“You’d be shocked how many people hear ‘lock your doors’ and decide that advice is for other households.”

“Bell’s Hollow does enjoy bad decisions.”

A flicker of amusement touched his mouth, then disappeared as he looked properly at her. 

“You look pale.”

“I got chased out of my own afternoon by a corpse and infidelity. It’s been busy.”

He stepped inside, bringing cool rain air with him. “Your charm remains intact.”

“It gets me through.”

She shut the door, and for one strange second they were standing too close in the narrow hallway, rain whispering outside, his presence filling the little house in a way that felt both safe and dangerous. Mara was suddenly aware of the scent of him—soap, wet cotton, leather, that faint clean smell of night air clinging to his clothes. 

It had been too long since she let herself notice things like that. 

She stepped back first. “The children are in bed.”

“Already?”

“Noah’s pretending. Ivy’s reading under a blanket with a flashlight, and Caleb surrendered honestly.”

“That sounds right.”

Luke followed her into the kitchen. He removed his hat and set it on the table. There was something almost intimate about seeing a man put pieces of himself down in your house as though some part of him expected to stay awhile. 

“You want coffee?” she asked.

“At this hour?”

“You came to my house after dark in the middle of a storm because I told you I saw death in water. I think we’re past judging coping habits.”

He leaned one hip against the counter. “Then yes.”

While she moved around the kitchen, she felt his gaze on her—not invasive, just attentive. Luke had always watched the world like he expected it to reveal itself only if he stood still enough. 

She poured two cups and handed him one. Their fingers brushed. A small thing. Barely contact. Still, something warm and electric flickered up her arm before common sense stamped it out. 

He took a sip. “You sure Lena Hart is safe here?”

Mara stilled. “How do you know she’s here?”

He raised an eyebrow. “Her car’s in your drive, Mara.”

She blew out a breath. “Right.”

“Did Roy hurt her again?”

“Yes.”

Luke’s jaw tightened. “Did she let me photograph the bruises?”

“Not yet.”

“She needs to.”

“She needs to survive him first.”

Luke said nothing for a moment, which meant he disagreed but respected the truth in it. Roy Hart had slipped through the hands of law before. Men like him often did. Not because nobody saw what they were, but because fear made witnesses forgetful. 

“She can stay as long as she wants,” he said at last.

“Thank you.”

He looked down into his coffee. “I checked the roads by Miller’s Pond on the way here.”

Mara looked up sharply. “Why that one?”

“Closest deep water to town, and your face when you said reeds.” He shrugged lightly. “Felt worth a drive.”

“Did you find anything?”

“No.” He held her gaze. “That doesn’t mean nothing’s there.”

The kitchen light hummed overhead. In the guest room down the hall, Lena shifted and the old bed frame creaked softly. Somewhere a shutter knocked in the wind. 

Mara wrapped both hands around her mug. “Do you ever get tired of this?”

“Of what?”

“Being the bridge between what people can prove and what they’re afraid might be true.”

Luke considered that. “Every day.”

“And yet here you are.”

“And yet here you are.”

She looked down at her coffee, smiling despite the tightness in her chest. “That wasn’t an answer.”

“No. It was a redirect.”

“You’d make a terrible politician.”

He gave a dry laugh. “God willing.”

The storm deepened. Lightning flashed white across the window over the sink. For a second the whole kitchen looked washed in cold silver. 

“Mara,” he said quietly, “tell me exactly what you saw.”

So she did. 

Not the softened version for nervous women in parlours. Not the edited one she gave herself when she needed sleep. She told him about the body beneath the water, the gold chain, the feeling of pressure, the whisper that had felt like a plea. She told him how the vision had interrupted another reading like it had been waiting for a crack in her concentration to force itself through. 

Luke listened without interruption. 

When she finished, he stared into the rain-dark window. “Could be someone already missing.”

“No women are missing.”

“That we know of.”

She hated that he was right. 

“Or,” he continued, “it could be metaphor.”

“Dead women in my head are rarely symbolic.”

His eyes met hers, apology flickering there. “Fair.”

She sat at the table. He stayed standing for a moment, then pulled out the chair opposite her and sat too. The movement felt heavier than it should have, as though something in the room shifted simply because he’d decided not to remain by the door.

“Do you ever wish it would go away?” he asked.

The question caught her off guard. Not because nobody had ever asked, but because he sounded like he actually wanted to know. 

“Yes,” she said.

“And if it did?”

She thought of all the things she would lose with the relief. The certainty. The terrible knowing. The moments when intuition had saved a child from a road, a woman from a lie, a man from burying the wrong grief. 

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “Sometimes this thing in me feels like the only reason I’ve survived my own life.”

Luke’s face changed then—something gentler, sadder. “Mara…”

He said her name like there was more after it, something careful and human and too close to being said aloud. But footsteps sounded in the hallway before he could finish. 

Ivy appeared in the doorway, hair loose around her shoulders, pretending not to have been awake. 

“Sheriff Mercer.”

“Ivy.”

“Are you staying?”

“No,” Mara said immediately.

Luke looked at her, then back at Ivy. “Just checking on things.”

Ivy’s eyes moved between them with the terrifying perception of teenage girls. “Uh-huh.”

“Ivy,” Mara warned.

Her daughter turned toward the fridge. “I came for water, not scandal.”

Luke coughed into his coffee to hide a laugh. Mara wanted to die and also strangely wanted to laugh too. 

Ivy filled a glass, then paused at the doorway. “Mom?”

“Yes?”

“The blonde woman from church—Savannah Reed? I saw her car by the old boathouse this afternoon.”

Luke straightened. “What time?”

Ivy shrugged. “Maybe four? Before the rain got bad.”

“Was she alone?”

“I only saw the car.”

Luke and Mara exchanged a look. 

A small thing. Maybe nothing. 

But in Bell’s Hollow, maybe nothing had a way of becoming the whole story.

Luke left at ten-thirty, but sleep did not come with the quiet. 

After he’d gone, Mara walked through the house checking windows and doors, touching each lock even though she knew they were secured. Lena was asleep at last in the guest room, one arm curled under her cheek like a child trying to make herself smaller. Noah had actually fallen asleep with one sock still on. Caleb drooled into his pillow. Ivy, despite her act, was awake when Mara looked in. 

“You like him,” Ivy whispered into the dark.

Mara nearly dropped the folded laundry in her arms. “Go to sleep.”

“That’s not a no.”

“That’s because I’m your mother and I’m choosing dignity.”

Ivy grinned and rolled over. Mara shut the door before her daughter could say anything even more dangerous. 

In her own room, the rain had softened to a steady hush. Mara changed into an old nightdress, braided her hair over one shoulder, and sat on the edge of the bed. Ben’s photograph remained on the dresser where it had lived for years: his easy smile, sun in his eyes, one hand resting on Noah’s shoulder when Noah had still been small enough to fit under it. 

She touched the frame with two fingers. 

“I’m trying,” she whispered, though she was no longer sure whether she meant trying to stay loyal to grief or trying to survive beyond it. 

The lamp clicked off. Darkness folded around the room. 

She lay down and listened to the storm’s aftermath. Water dripping from the eaves. Wind rubbing tree branches against one another in the yard. The distant growl of a truck on the highway. 

Somewhere past midnight, she dreamed. 

In the dream, she was standing at the edge of black water under a moon too bright to be natural. The pond lay still as glass, ringed with reeds that whispered without wind. Across the water stood a woman in a pale dress. Her hair hid her face. Gold glittered at her throat. 

“Who are you?” Mara called.

The woman lifted one hand and pointed—not at Mara, but behind her. 

Mara turned. 

Daniel Cross stood on the bank in a clean white shirt, smiling the bland, respectable smile he wore every Sunday after church. Beside him was Savannah Reed, radiant as always, blonde hair shining, lips red as if freshly kissed. She looped her arm through his and leaned into him, all beauty and confidence. 

Then Savannah looked straight at Mara. 

Her smile vanished. 

Her mouth opened. 

Water poured out. 

Mara woke choking. 

She sat upright in bed, one hand at her throat, the room dark and close around her. Her pulse hammered so hard she could feel it in her gums. Rain no longer fell. The silence after storms was always worse somehow, as if the world had paused to hear what came next. 

She reached for the lamp with shaking fingers and turned it on. 

Daniel Cross. 

Savannah Reed. 

Water from her mouth. 

It could mean anything. Or exactly one thing. 

Mara swung her legs from the bed and went to the window. Moonlight lay weak and silver over the yard. Roy Hart’s truck was not in sight. Lena’s car still sat in the driveway. Everything looked ordinary in the deceitful way ordinary things did right before ruin. 

She glanced at the clock. 

1:17 a.m. 

Too late to call anyone and yet not too late if she was right. 

She picked up the phone anyway. 

Luke answered on the fourth ring, voice rough with sleep but instantly alert. “Mercer.”

“It’s me.”

A beat. “Mara?”

“I had another one.”

He was awake now. She could hear it. “Tell me.”

“Savannah Reed.”

Silence. 

Then, “You’re sure?”

“No.”

“Damn it, Mara.”

“I know how that sounds.”

“Why her?”

“Because I saw her.” Mara pressed the receiver tighter to her ear. “With Daniel. Near the water.”

“Near what water?”

“I don’t know. It was a dream.”

He exhaled sharply. “Dreams aren’t evidence.”

“No. But sometimes they’re warnings.”

On the other end, she heard bedsprings creak, a drawer slide open. He was dressing. 

“Has anyone seen Savannah tonight?” he asked.

“I don’t know.”

“I can call her mother.”

That woke a fresh fear in Mara. “Don’t say anything that causes panic.”

“You called me at one in the morning with a dead girl in a dream, and you’re worried about panic?”

“Yes.”

Against all reason, he made a sound that was almost a laugh. Frayed, tired, disbelieving. 

“Stay put,” he said.

“Luke—”

“Stay in the house.”

“I wasn’t planning to go on a moonlit hunt alone.”

“Good. That would save me the trouble of dragging you back.”

He hung up before she could answer, which was rude and effective and very him. 

Mara set down the phone and stood in the center of her room, arms wrapped around herself. 

Savannah Reed. Pretty, polished Savannah with the expensive dresses and the smile men mistook for innocence. Mara had read for her twice in the last year. Both times Savannah had come with questions that pretended to be about future happiness and were really about whether secrets stayed buried if you smiled while making them. 

The second time, Mara had touched Savannah’s wrist and felt desire tangled with fear so tightly she couldn’t separate one from the other.

By morning, Bell’s Hollow would either still be sleeping inside its illusions—

or waking up without one of its brightest daughters. 

Mara did not lie down again. 

The call came at 5:42 a.m., just as dawn thinned the dark into a flat gray line beyond the trees. 

Mara had made coffee she hadn’t tasted and spent the last hour sitting at the kitchen table pretending not to listen for disaster. She snatched up the receiver before the second ring. 

“Hello?”

Luke’s voice came low and steady. Too steady. “Savannah Reed didn’t come home last night.”

Cold moved through Mara so fast it felt like swallowing river water. 

“Her mother called around two,” he continued. “Said Savannah had told her she was meeting friends. Nobody’s seen her since yesterday afternoon.”

“Ivy saw her car by the old boathouse.”

“I know. I checked.”

Mara gripped the edge of the table. “And?”

“Nothing there now.”

That didn’t help. Empty places could hold more terror than full ones.

“Daniel?” she asked.

A pause. “Says they had dinner plans, but she canceled.”

“Did he seem worried?”

“He seemed polished.”

Which was answer enough. 

Mara closed her eyes. The house behind her was still mostly asleep, but not for long. News in Bell’s Hollow spread faster than fire in dry grass. By breakfast every woman in town would know Savannah Reed was missing. By lunch half of them would have opinions about why. 

“You need me,” Mara said.

Luke let out a breath. “That’s not how I’d phrase it.”

“But it’s true.”

“It’s dangerous.”

“So is leaving her wherever she is.”

He didn’t answer, and that told Mara she’d won.

“I’m coming,” she said.

“You’re staying with the children.”

“Lena can watch them.”

“That’s not the point.”

“It never is with you.”

He went quiet in that infuriating way he had when temper brushed up against concern and neither one won. 

Finally he said, “Meet me at the station in thirty minutes.”

Mara was already moving. “Fine.”

“And Mara?”

“Yes?”

“Don’t touch anything before I get there.”

She almost smiled. “No promises.”

When she hung up, the kitchen no longer felt like a place where ordinary mornings could happen. It felt like the edge of something. 

Lena appeared in the doorway wearing one of Mara’s cardigans over yesterday’s clothes, her face drawn with sleep and fear. “What happened?”

Mara looked at her friend and decided not to soften the truth. “Savannah Reed is missing.”

Lena’s hand rose to her chest. “Oh God.”

“I need to go out with Luke.”

Lena immediately shook her head. “No.”

“I don’t have time for the good-friend version of cowardice.”

“That’s not what this is. If Roy hears you’re involved—”

“He’ll hear eventually.”

“And if he comes here?”

Mara walked to her, took both her hands. “Then you lock the doors, keep the kids away from the windows, and call Luke. You do not open that door for anyone but me.”

Lena’s eyes filled. “I hate this town.”

Mara gave one humorless smile. “Some days I do too.”

By six-fifteen she was dressed in jeans, boots, and a soft blue shirt with the sleeves rolled. She braided her hair tight, kissed Caleb’s sleeping head, left instructions for Noah on a scrap of paper, and told Ivy enough truth to keep her from feeling lied to. 

At the station, Luke was waiting outside beside his cruiser, coffee in one hand, a file tucked under the other arm. He looked like he’d slept in his uniform and blamed the world for it.

His eyes swept over her as she got out of the truck. “You came alone.”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

“That almost sounded like praise.”

“Don’t get used to it.”

Morning mist still clung low over the road. A couple of deputies were already coming and going with the brittle energy of a town just
































