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      OCTOBER 21ST, 11:04 AM

      At first glance, she was no one.

      Her face in the photograph was so disfigured, Gregg could imagine any woman's features in its place, even his daughter's. Found in the basement of a vacant house, she'd been tied up and fired at with a nail gun, repeatedly. Her clothes were pierced, her skin impaled, until finally one nail hit her windpipe and brought the torture to an abrupt end.

      The depth of the wounds—quite shallow—meant the killer fired from at least a few feet away. They wouldn't have meant to hit her throat intentionally. Their aim would have been too remarkable.

      Rachel Milgram slid another photograph across Gregg's desk. This time not of the dead woman, but of a rugged man. A bead of rainwater trickled from Rachel's loose and parted hair, dampening the picture. Boston's rain was frequent and heavy, and the faulty heating in Gregg's office ensured clients were always soaking his furniture and dripping on his floor.

      "This man—Liam Watts—disappeared on the night she was murdered," Rachel said. "We believe he was murdered as well, but his body was never found."

      Gregg studied the file. "The town's in Vermont?"

      "Yes, Blackberry Cove."

      Rachel adjusted her silk scarf and tucked the ends into her trench coat, which she then unbuttoned. Beneath, she sported a black sweater. She wasn't law enforcement. Another private citizen was hiring Gregg's services. The only strange thing was, his PI services usually involved cheating husbands or workers' comp scams, not murder investigations.

      Gregg tapped the pictures of the dead woman. "Tell me about her."

      "Mayor's wife—Clementine Stannard. Originally from New Jersey. Met the mayor when they studied in Montpelier. Got married shortly after. Loved by everyone, according to the reports."

      "What exactly do you want from me?"

      Rachel reached into her pocket and revealed a sheet of folded paper which she uncrumpled and placed on the desk. She slid it closer, but Gregg didn't have to read it. He'd recognize that article anywhere.

      Next to the column of texts were two pictures. The first was of him dressed in his suit, standing next to his old partner, Jim. The second picture showed a smiling twelve-year-old girl named Emilie Jones.

      The article reported the story of how young Emilie had been missing for nearly twenty-eight hours. She disappeared after her dad dropped her off at school. The teachers said she never showed up for class, and none of the other students remembered seeing her.

      The BPD questioned Emilie's uncle, establishing he had been molesting the girl for years. They'd focused all their attention on him, believing he killed her after deciding she was old enough to talk about the abuse.

      Gregg, however, as the article retold, explored a different theory. Thinking the uncle's wife knew more than she was letting on, he went back to interview her. He believed that not only did the aunt know about the abuse, but she also blamed Emilie for taking away her husband. He found the twelve-year-old girl in the trunk of the aunt's car, gagged and beaten. Barely breathing. A couple more hours, the paramedics said, and she'd have had no chance.

      "So, what?" Gregg asked. "I got lucky nearly a decade ago, and now you think I'm Batman?"

      "It must have been a great feeling," Rachel said, "to find that girl alive."

      "After the birth of my daughter, it was the happiest moment of my life."

      "You didn't find her by luck. You have a unique perspective on things, Mr. Hunter."

      "Miss Milgram." Gregg glanced at his watch. "The job?"

      "I want that unique perspective on the missing man in Blackberry Cove."

      Gregg stood. "Sorry, Miss Milgram. I don't leave Boston. Send me copies of the case files if you want an assessment."

      Rachel remained seated. "Since the woman was the mayor's wife, Blackberry Cove's police force has focused all their resources on finding her killer for three months with no luck. They're barely investigating the missing man."

      "I can't."

      "I'm willing to pay you—"

      "It's not about money. Family priorities. I'm sorry." He shuffled around the corner of his desk and opened the door to his office.

      Though his daughter probably wouldn't, Gregg liked to be nearby on the off chance she might call and ask to see him, perhaps for dinner or a movie. She was the only reason he still solved cases. Trying to prove to her—even without his badge and after the divorce—that he still could.

      Rachel dragged herself to the door. "I thought you helped people, Mr. Hunter. This man needs help, and no one is doing anything about it. You didn't even ask anything about him. Don't you care?"

      "If you've read that article, you know the answer to that," he replied.

      Rachel expelled a short breath, then buttoned her coat. She forced a polite smile that was tinged with frustration and left the office. Gregg grabbed his umbrella and followed suit.

      Noon was fast approaching, and Gregg's thoughts were focused on meeting his daughter for lunch. She'd be home alone since his ex-wife had spinning classes on Saturday mornings and her boyfriend worked weekends. Besides, his office was windowless, the size of a janitor's closet, and so bland he couldn't stand to be in there more than a couple of hours.

      He made it to his old home in Watertown, but Boston's notorious traffic got him there too late, and his ex's car pulled up as he arrived. Sarah stood at the doorway, hands on hips. The silver-colored designer shoes on her feet reminded him of how much he lost in the divorce.

      Gregg stepped out of the car. "I'm here to see my daughter."

      "That isn't in our custody agreement." Sarah's favorite response. She was always ready with it.

      "I drove all the way from the city to have lunch with her." He raised the bag from the local deli, containing Silvia's favorite meatball sandwich. "Since I'm here, why not?"

      "You shouldn't have come in the first place. You get her every second weekend, Gregg; that's all. You can't stop by whenever you want."

      "I thought she'd be eating alone."

      "Well, I'm here now, so she won't be. You can go now, Gregg."

      The door slammed shut.

      "Dammit, Sarah!" He thrashed his umbrella against the pavement, regretting it immediately when the cheap metal bent under him.

      He'd arrested fathers just like him when he was a cop—seedy guys who refused to follow a simple custody agreement and couldn't leave well enough alone. He used to shake his superior head, oblivious to the fact his perfect life was on its way to turning him into one of them.

      He caught a glimpse of his daughter from her bedroom window with that all-too-familiar look of disappointment on her face—the one that said he had lost her.

      A few months ago, he had stepped into her room for the first time since the divorce and it felt like a stranger's. Her trophies from netball and violin no longer took center stage but hid at the back of shelves. The collection of Sherlock Holmes books they used to read together was nowhere to be seen. Even the poster he had bought her of Acadia National Park, where they used to go camping, was ripped and faded.

      He knew she was growing up and moving on, as he expected her to. After all, it had been six years since the divorce, and she was now a distant teenager. But it hurt to think that the memories he cherished so dearly may have disappeared from her mind, just like they had from her bedroom.

      Gregg had to show Silvia that he had improved, that he no longer let the divorce and loss of his badge ruin his life. It would be a long process, as his daughter had witnessed him during quite a few depressive episodes. But he was a private investigator now, and his forensic psychology qualifications got him back in as a consultant with the BPD. He was going to prove he could still be Silvia's hero.

      Gregg got back in the car and pushed the strands of blond hair out his eyes. A man in a brown suit and sunglasses sat in a parked car behind. Without giving it a second thought, Gregg drove off.

      7:46 PM

      That night, like most nights, The Orchid awaited Gregg. His usual stool all but had his imprint on it. Tucked away from the bustle of the waterfront yet close to his house, it offered a refuge where he could unwind and savor the silence with a cold beer in hand.

      His head spinning from his encounter with Sarah, he fished out a pen from his pocket and grabbed a napkin from the counter. Writing often helped him release his anxieties and shift his attention elsewhere. Thinking back to his conversation with Rachel Milgram, he jotted down some words that came to mind regarding the case she had described and took a swig of his beer. Before he could drink or write any more, he got a phone call from his daughter.

      "Silvia, I'm really sorry about the scene I caused earlier," he said immediately. "I just lost it."

      "I thought you were doing better, Dad; taking cases again and drinking less."

      "I am." He looked guiltily at his surroundings.

      "Then why were you shouting at Mom?"

      "I just… I know what she says to you about me."

      "That doesn't matter. I can think for myself."

      "I feel like I'm losing you, and it's tearing me apart."

      "You're not losing me, Dad."

      "I'm trying to be a dad that you can be proud of, Silvia."

      "You don't need to fix the world for me to love you. I just want you to be there for me."

      "I'm here anytime you need me."

      "Can I see you now?" she asked.

      Gregg smiled in surprise. "Yes. Of course. I would love that."

      "Great. Can you park on the corner?"

      "Sure thing."

      "See you soon, Dad."

      Without a second though, Gregg left his drink on the counter and made his way towards the door. When he heard someone call, "Mr. Hunter," he stopped.

      It took him a second to recognize the dark-haired woman at the bar.

      "Rachel…" he muttered.

      Dressed in a form-fitting black dress and towering platform shoes, Rachel looked particularly striking. Her hair was styled in an artistic bun, and her vivid green eyes sparkled with warmth and kindness, while the curve of her lips hinted at a gentle smile.

      "Funny seeing you here. We could discuss my offer further over drinks," she said.

      "I'm sorry, but I'm on my way out. And please, don't pretend you're here by coincidence."

      "So, you won't be joining me?" She pulled back the chair beside her.

      "I appreciate how greatly you want me to accept this offer, Miss Milgram, but I'm not interested in the job if it takes me from Boston."

      Rachel's smile dropped, replaced by a steely expression. "No, Mr. Hunter, what you're interested in is your daughter. And that's precisely why you should accept my offer. Because her life depends on it."
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      The man in the brown suit had Silvia and her mom tied to their dining chairs.

      After the phone call with Dad, Mom was upstairs, and Silvia was about to lie and tell her she was going out with friends. There had been a knock at the door, so Silvia went to answer it first.

      A man with short, fuzzy hair, a little older than her father, yet in slightly better shape, stood at the doorway. He wore sunglasses that concealed his eyes, and his face bore an expression devoid of any emotion.

      "Hello?"

      "Are you Silvia?" he asked in a stern monotone.

      "Who are you?" she asked, feeling a sense of unease.

      Coldness radiated off him. "You look like the photograph."

      Silvia shrank back in fear, turning to call for her mother, but the man quickly covered her mouth and barged into the house, locking the door behind him.

      Before long, the man in the suit stood over her and Sarah, clearly indifferent to the tears streaming down their cheeks. He held a gun, complete with a silencer, or she assumed as much based upon the hours of cop movies with her dad.

      He dialed a number and put the call on speakerphone. "Milgram," he said. "Have you secured the subject yet?"

      "Gregg Hunter is with me right now," a woman's voice replied. "And you, Fury?"

      "I'm here with the collateral," Fury replied.

      Surely, that's not his actual name, Silvia thought, but soon was distracted by the very real fact there was a man who had a gun pointed at them.

      "Collateral?" she heard her father ask on the other side. "You-you mean Silvia?" He sounded horrified.

      "Dad, is that you?" Silvia asked meekly.

      "No talking," Fury yelled.

      "No, let her talk," Milgram said. "Hunter here needs to understand the gravity of the situation."

      "What are they doing to you?" Gregg's voice crackled over the phone.

      "T-there's a man here," she replied, "and h-he's holding a gun to my head. He keeps saying he'll have to eliminate-eliminate anyone who m-might notice. I think he means Mom and Noah."

      "That's right," said Milgram. "Do you have the adults?"

      "Just the mother," Fury replied. "The boyfriend has yet to return home."

      "Stay strong," her father urged over the phone, but Silvia could only whimper.

      "She'll be fine, Hunter," Milgram reassured him. "So long as you don't try to be a hero."

      Behind her, Silvia saw her mother attempting to wriggle her hands free from the restraints.

      "Gregg, what the hell is going on?" Sarah demanded.

      "I'm not sure right now, but I'll figure it out. What I do know is that you have to get away if you—"

      Silvia heard a thud and a muffled grunt, then the call disconnected.

      Silvia screamed, "Dad? Dad?"

      "Shut up," Fury barked. "Call's over."

      Sarah managed to free her hands. She made a grab for Fury's gun, her legs still tied to the chair. Silvia's heart pounded in her chest as Fury and Sarah wrestled over the gun. Fury yanked it from Sarah's grip, causing her chair to topple over. Sarah grabbed Fury's ankles to trip him, but he kicked her in the face, and she fell silent.

      Silvia screamed. Fury told her again to shut up and smacked her with the butt of his gun, with enough force to topple Silvia's chair, breaking its legs. Silvia's feet slipped out of the rope, and she sprinted up the stairs, searching for a phone.

      Fury went after her, not running but going at a brisk pace. Silvia frantically searched for a place to hide while struggling to free her hands from the rope. She heard Fury's footsteps closing in on the top of the stairs.

      "Hold it right there," he said.

      Silvia froze and slowly turned to face him, fear gripping her entire body. Then, they heard the front door open. They both peered down the staircase and saw Noah, Sarah's boyfriend, entering the house. Startled by the sight in the living room, he dashed to Sarah.

      Fury pulled his gun away from Silvia and aimed at Noah. He was poised, ready to squeeze the trigger, but Silvia ran at him, pushing him into the banister, and causing his shot to miss.

      Silvia rushed down the stairs and caught the attention of Noah. "Silvia, what's going on? Was that a gunshot?" he asked.

      Fury leapt down, landing at the bottom of the stairs, like some sort of flying demon. Noah picked up a nearby table lamp, and shouted, "Run, Silvia!"

      He ran at Fury, swinging the lamp. Fury effortlessly caught it mid-air and then delivered a powerful headbutt, sending Noah tumbling to the ground. Fury then struck him once more with his gun, knocking him out cold.

      Sarah was still unconscious on the floor. Silvia looked to the front door. Someone else approached the house. She ran for the back exit in the kitchen.

      As she dashed out the door and into her backyard, she collided with someone. She screamed, only stopping when she saw he was in uniform with an officer's badge. Finally, she was safe. "Thank God you're here! Help me, there is someone trying to kill me!"

      "It's going to be alright. I'm here to help."

      Fury appeared, kicking open the backdoor. Silvia went to make a run for it, but the officer grabbed her by the arm.

      "What are you doing? Let go of me!"

      To her horror, Fury seized her other arm, and they both covered her mouth. Together, they dragged her to a waiting car parked on the street corner and forced her inside.

      The car's door slammed shut, and Fury sat in the driver's seat. She pulled the door's handle, but it was locked. The man in the brown suit drove her away.
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      Rachel Milgram's van pulled up outside a warehouse on the outskirts of Boston. Two men in suits pulled Gregg from the van. They followed Rachel to the warehouse and dragged Gregg along with them. He clasped his throbbing cheek from where he had been punched.

      Not to his surprise, Rachel hadn't answered any of his questions. Upon entering, they were greeted by two uniformed officers standing over two people covered in plastic. It seemed Rachel had people everywhere. Even if Gregg managed to call for help, he wasn't sure whom he could trust.

      It wasn't until he got closer Gregg realized that the two bodies were his ex-wife and her boyfriend. They were alive and struggling to break free from the tightly tied layers of plastic sheets.

      Gregg dashed to help but the two men grabbed him by each arm. From beneath the plastic sheets, he could hear muffled screams of terror coming from Sarah and Noah.

      Gregg felt himself grow hot and his body shake with rage and worry. "Where's my daughter? What have you done with her?" he shouted, his voice croaking with dryness.

      "Be quiet," someone said. The man in the brown suit from outside Sarah's house appeared from another door. He stepped closer to Sarah and Noah and pulled out a handgun. It was Gregg's handgun, which he kept in a safe at the office. "Recognize this?"

      Gregg nodded, too stunned to speak.

      The man held the gun to Sarah's skull and pulled the trigger. Just like that. Then he did the same to Noah. Their wriggling stopped.

      Gregg felt his body go limp, and he fell to his knees. The room around him was spinning, and he thought he might be sick.

      Rachel crouched in front of him. "If you go to the police, we'll make it look like you did this and kidnapped your daughter. We'll see to it her body disappears and no one ever finds her."

      "I don't understand." Gregg clasped his head. "Why are you doing this?"

      "Listen to what I'm saying," Rachel said. "You don't need to understand. Just listen."

      Gregg took a deep breath. He had to pull himself together for Silvia's sake. "If I do what you say, you'll give her back to me?"

      "Yes. We'll take care of the bodies and make it look like your ex-wife and her boyfriend took Silvia on vacation. That'll buy you some weeks to solve the case."

      Gregg rocked back and forth with his head held in his hands, then nodded in submission.
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      OCTOBER 22ND, 11:11 AM

      The suitcases fit in the car like Tetris pieces. With the last one strategically placed inside, Gregg slammed the trunk shut.

      His daughter's kidnappers were planning to frame him for Sarah and Noah's murders. The worst thing was that he had been such a wreck after the divorce, even those closest to him might have believed it.

      No, surely no one could ever think him capable of murder. He loved Silvia and would do almost anything to be with her, but he'd never force her from the home she'd always known. People would believe the truth, he told himself, if he came forward.

      Could he trust the police to get Silvia back, though? They could waste all their time interrogating him, thinking he knew where Silvia was, while the real kidnappers disposed of her. He'd be no use to them if he was in prison, and so they'd have no reason to keep her alive.

      Puddles splashed against footsteps behind him, and he turned to see Rachel walking across the apartment block's car park.

      "What are you doing here?" Gregg asked.

      "Just wanted to see you off. Got a problem with that?"

      "Depends what you want."

      "Just to remind you of something," she said casually. "This job you're about to go on, it won't be easy, and it won't be what you're used to. Trust me."

      "Trust you?" Gregg smirked. "I did that before and look where it got me."

      "Stop complaining. I swear all you do is whine." She never lost her nonchalant manner.

      Gregg felt his blood pressure rise, but he bit his lip. "Apologies, ma'am. Anything else?"

      "Remember, when you find Liam Watts, you contact me immediately. The authorities are not to poke their noses in this. Once everything is resolved to my satisfaction, you can have what you want."

      At this, Gregg's voice broke. "Can I see her? Please? Even if just for a—"

      "No," Rachel interrupted sternly. "Not until the job is done. The agreement was quite clear."

      Gregg fought back a tear and forced a smile. "Crystal clear. I want a picture sent to me when I get there to know she's still alive."

      "You'll get it." She presented a file. "This is Blackberry Cove."

      Gregg took it and flipped through the pages. It looked like something out of Mayberry, probably complete with a soda fountain and a store that sold penny candy. "So, this is where it happened?"

      "Indeed, it is. A sleepy little mining town where the grass is green, the picket fences are white, and the doors are left unlocked at night. The ideal place to carry out a murder."

      "I can hardly believe that he came from a place like this," Gregg said, taking in the serene surroundings of the mining town. The papers contained pictures of residents followed by descriptive paragraphs, which he'd examine more carefully later.

      "Now, now, appearances can be deceptive. Take me, for example."

      "I don't know, you look like a cold bitch to me."

      Rachel's expression remained unamused, her lips frowning ever so slightly.

      "Where will I stay when I get there?" he asked.

      Rachel flicked through the pages in his hands, landing on the profiles of an Irish couple—Richard and Hannah O'Doyle. They ran the local B&B. "I hope you like the sound of the place. Options in town are quite limited for holidaymakers."

      He put away the papers. "I'll be hearing from you soon, I suppose."

      "Indeed, you will. Now off you go—Blackberry Cove awaits."

      3:10 PM

      The drive to Vermont was a few hours, but Gregg only stopped once, for gas and a quick toilet break. The majority of the journey was through open country, made up of meadows and pastures. Once he entered Green Mountains National Forest, he knew he was in a different world. The majestic mountains and dense forests extended for miles and miles, like a scene from The Sound of Music.

      The only road to town was a dirt track that spiraled through gaps in the mountains. Outside the car window, crisp golden leaves fell from the surrounding trees that swayed gently in the autumn wind. The sky was crowded with clouds, allowing the sun's light to break out only in bursts. Despite the stunning scenery outside his window, Gregg failed to appreciate it. His gaze remained fixed ahead, his eyes tired and puffy.

      He briefly glanced up at the only thing that kept him going—a photograph attached to the dashboard, showing a cleaner-cut version of himself with his ex-wife and their daughter. A life Gregg no longer knew.

      Upon rounding the corner, a sign came into view, reading Welcome to Blackberry Cove. Gregg felt relieved to arrive at his destination, although the circumstances left little room for celebration. As he began to contemplate his new job, however, his thoughts were abruptly interrupted. The car was slowing down, making struggling noises. Eventually it came to a stop, steam blowing from the hood.

      "Damn it." He took his hands away from the steering wheel and stepped out of the car.

      He made his way to the front and lifted the hood with difficulty. Coughing, he cleared the white smoke away with his hand but still couldn't see the problem. He sighed, turned around, and looked for help. Unfortunately, there was nothing but forestry hugging the road. Ahead of him, a car was parked on the roadside. Squinting, he continued to search until he eventually spotted a figure near the vehicle—a man perched in a nearby bush.

      The man had a camera hanging from his neck and binoculars in his hands. He was using the binoculars to spy at the top of a tree, appearing to be waiting patiently. A small, blue bird landed on the branch, causing the man to smile. He carefully and quietly lifted his camera, about to take a picture…

      "Excuse me?" Gregg called over.

      The man jumped, turning his gaze away from the target, and the bird took flight. The man sighed and flung his arms into the air. "What are you doing, sneaking up on someone like that? Do you have any idea how rare it is to see a Steller's jay this far east?"

      Gregg took a step back. "Um, I'm sorry."

      "Those birds come from the west. Did you know that? They come from the California deserts and the Grand Canyon. Maybe they make it as far as Colorado, but not here. Do you know what it means to see them here?"

      Gregg shrugged.

      "It means global warming's happening even quicker than we realize."

      "Fascinating," Gregg lied.

      The man stared, annoyed, then asked, "What do you want?"

      "My car broke down, and I need to get it fixed."

      "Well, isn't there someone you can call?"

      "Even if I did know anyone here, I haven't had a signal for miles."

      The man groaned. "I can give you a lift into town. There's a garage there that can fix your car."

      "Thank you," Gregg said, feeling relieved.

      "Yeah, yeah, yeah," the man muttered to himself, walking towards the road.

      Gregg followed. He sat in the passenger seat, and the stranger drove them towards town. A golden locket hung open from the interior mirror, showcasing a green-eyed brunette. A sleeping bag and muddy hiking shoes were scattered on the backseat.

      The man's eyes flickered towards Gregg's suitcase. "I'm surprised to see someone planning on staying in our little town. We get few visitors or new residents these days. Was it the scenery that drew you in? It's an attractive place to live to me anyway. Plenty of nature to acquaint myself with."

      Gregg felt the fondness with which the man was speaking but shook his head. "I'm actually here on an investigation." Gregg retrieved the ID from his pocket.

      "Private Investigator," the man read.

      Gregg offered out his hand. "Gregg Hunter."

      "Bernard Neumann. I take pictures for nature magazines." He briefly glanced away from the road to shake Gregg's hand. "So, what are you investigating?"

      "Missing person, declared a cold case here some months ago. I've been asked to look into it."

      "Missing person, eh? You're thinking murder! Ha, which one?"

      "Excuse me?"

      "Oh, it was quite the scandal here a couple months ago. Two people disappeared mere hours apart. They found the woman the next day—murdered. The man they never found."

      "Well, I'm here to look for the one they never found."

      "Liam Watts, eh?"

      Gregg nodded.

      "I take it you haven't got a place to stay yet," Bernard said, changing the subject.

      "I read about a place called the Swan Inn."

      "No place finer for visitors. Not that it's got so much business since the… well, what you're here to investigate."

      "I'll take your word for it."

      "What can you tell me about the town?" Gregg asked.

      "I would call it peaceful, but some might say silent and remote. It was a mining town in the nineteenth century. Once the mines ran dry, the townspeople had to find another way to make their bread. Since the town is located in the center of the Green Mountains, they thought they could attract tourists. So, they built a hotel and a railway line to Bennington, luring tourists here with promises of hunting trips and hiking trails. Blackberry Cove never became the hotspot that the townspeople hoped it would be, and it nearly became unincorporated when the hotel and railway line closed, but it managed to limp on as the people in town refused to leave their homes. They were completely self-sufficient for a while. Once the roads were built, the town managed to begin attracting a small number of tourists again, this time from cities further afield, like Boston."

      Gregg scanned the scenery of trees outside. "How large is the forest?"

      "More than four hundred thousand acres," Bernard replied. "When you're on the edges of town, trees are as far as the eye can see. It certainly makes you feel separated from the rest of the world."

      They left the woods and entered the main town, crossing a covered bridge to get there. Beneath them was a fast-flowing river, perfect for kayaking. The town was small and homely and not very modern. There was a towering white church, a small bank, bookstore, and clothes store. No sign of a decent restaurant, movie theater, or of the many other luxuries one would consider a necessity in Boston. Bernard pulled over outside an old-fashioned, Tudor-looking building. It displayed a rundown sign out front, which still appeared much newer than the rest of the B&B, reading The Swan Inn.

      "They will have the number of the local mechanic," Bernard said.

      Gregg thanked him and stepped out of the car.

      "Good luck with the investigation."

      Gregg thanked him yet again, then shut the door and allowed the man to drive off. He made his way down the cobblestone pathway, wearing shoes that were meant for a bit more action, and entered the Swan Inn.
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      Richard O'Doyle was living the life he always wanted. Only problem was, he hated it.

      He and his wife owned a bed & breakfast—the only bed & breakfast—in a small Vermont town surrounded by acres of woodland and meadows. Hannah had decorated the upstairs bedrooms homely. Across from reception there was the entrance to their traditional-looking inn, with an open fireplace, ceiling beams, and a bar where the locals gathered nightly. They served country meals and had built a good reputation in town for both their cottage pie and lamb stew.

      He stood in front of the reception counter, his hands resting on the wood that was a wormy chestnut, or so his wife said when they had furnished. He pretended he was instead stroking the surface of that old, shabby breakfast table from their cramped New York apartment, pretending he was somewhere far away from his current reality.

      All he could think about lately was leaving behind the business they had worked so hard to establish, and the countryside they had forever dreamed about escaping to.

      Richard considered it was maybe a midlife crisis, but he knew that was just an easy rationalization. The fact was, he felt trapped. Trapped in a tumultuous marriage with a woman he fought with constantly. Trapped in an isolated town, serving the same locals every night, listening to the same mundane conversations and petty gossip. Trapped in a failing business. Tourists were much harder to come by than they expected, and the locals coming for evening drinks weren't enough to keep them afloat. All the money they had saved up and spent on buying the place and doing it up, thinking they'd earn it all back in no time, had never come back, and it looked like it never would.

      "You haven't done the dishes? There are no clean plates in this whole damn place," his wife shrilled in her thick Irish brogue as she entered the room. It seemed all they did was bicker lately.

      Hannah had a pretty face, but it was tired with deep rings under her eyes. Her blonde hair was pulled back into a ponytail, a few strands escaping.

      He argued back, "So what? Let the employees do it. It's what we pay them for."

      "It may have escaped your notice, but we haven't been paying them. There's barely an employee left in this freak'n ghost town!"

      "And why do we have no money to pay employees? Because we have no customers so why do the dishes need to be washed?"

      "Because we're professionals! I left you a note, telling you specifically—"

      "Oh, you left no note," he said, grunting.

      "Maybe you would've noticed if you weren't sitting on your ass all day!"

      "Hey! I work damn hard to make this place what it is!"

      "And look what it is! A laughable failure! This place is—"

      "Honey," Richard yelled, suddenly spotting someone at the door.

      "Um, hi," a tall, blond man said, dressed in jeans and a buttoned blue shirt.

      Richard and his wife looked at him, slightly shocked, and both feigned huge smiles.

      "Hi!" they exclaimed in unison.

      "Welcome to the Swan Inn, may I take your coat?" Hannah asked, not waiting for an answer before immediately hanging the man's jacket up on a nearby hat rack.

      "Thank you," the man said, appearing a little startled.

      Richard, now standing behind the desk, dinged a little bell. "Hello, sir. We are the O'Doyles. Welcome to the Swan Inn, where family is everything. Would you like a room?"

      "Um, yes please."

      "Name?"

      "Gregg Hunter," the man replied.

      Richard wrote it into the book. "And how long will you be staying, Mr. Hunter?"

      "I'm not sure yet. Put me down for three weeks."

      Richard and his wife's eyes widened with shock.

      "I'll give you a forest view room." Richard handed the man a key.

      Hannah added, "We can discuss your bill later. Will you want dinner tonight? Our restaurant offers a wide selection."

      "Sounds good." Gregg pocketed his key. "Do you know the number of a mechanic? My car has broken down."

      "I'd be happy to get that for you, sir." Richard clicked through an address book. Meanwhile, at the other side of the counter, his wife picked up something from the ground—a note.

      "Aha!" she exclaimed. "I told you I left a note!"

      "Well, if it's on the floor, how do you expect me to see it?"

      "I want a divorce," she grunted.

      "Yeah, keep saying that, maybe a lawyer will hear you." He snatched the note from her and wrote down the number of a mechanic. He turned to Gregg with a newfound smile and handed it to him. "Here you go, sir."

      "Thank you, Richard."

      Gregg turned to leave.

      "Richard?" he questioned. "I don't think I told you my name."

      "Right, the guy who gave me a lift here told me: Richard and Hannah, the local innkeepers," Gregg said.

      Satisfied with the answer, Richard and Hannah resumed their normal state of quarreling.
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      It was an unusual sight to see a stranger at the Swann Inn, but there he sat, ordering from the menu with Hannah.

      As Blackberry Cove's therapist, Timothy prided himself on knowing people in town, as well as all their secrets. It gave him a sense of distance and control. Even while shopping for meat at the grocery store, he knew those he passed in the aisle better than they knew him. So, to encounter someone at the inn he knew nothing about left him feeling off-balance. Power was like a knife—if not in your own hands, you could always be stabbed in the back.

      As the blonde stranger got up from his table and made his way to the restroom, he passed where Timothy was nursing a beer.

      Timothy quickly stood, blocking the man's way. "Oh, b-beg my pardon."

      "It's alright," the outsider assured him.

      "Excuse me, but I don't think we've met before. I'm Dr. Timothy Holst, the local therapist." He extended his arm, and the man shook it warmly.

      "Gregg Hunter."

      "Are you new to town?"

      "Yes. I'm actually here to investigate the disappearance of Liam Watts," Gregg replied. "Maybe I could ask you a couple of questions?"

      "Oh. A-are you a private investigator?"

      Gregg nodded, and Timothy tried to hide his discomfort. Not only was this man a stranger, but he was also a snoop, here to learn the town's secrets, and maybe even Timothy's. That would not do.

      "I was a friend of Liam. He didn't have family or many friends. Who hired you?"

      "I'm afraid I can't say."

      "Well, it's a-all a mystery to me. Liam was a nice guy, kept to himself mostly. I don't see why a-anyone would have wanted to hurt him. If you a-ask me, there is nothing here to investigate."

      "What do you mean?" Gregg asked.

      "Well, it's possible that he simply moved on. He had no real ties to this town."

      "But the reports suggest that he didn't take anything from his house."

      "Perhaps he had nothing worth taking," Timothy said.

      "And it was coincidence that he disappeared on the night of the murder?"

      "Coincidences do happen."

      Gregg nodded thoughtfully as he considered Timothy's words. "Excuse me, Doctor," he then said, pointing to the restroom.

      Dr. Holst stepped out of the way. "Oh, I'm sorry. I suppose I'll be seeing you soon."

      "Probably." Gregg went around him and entered the restroom.

      Timothy stepped out of the Swan Inn to the main street of Blackberry Cove. He immediately took out his cell phone, looking around to ensure no one was watching.

      "Hello," he said into the phone. "I'd like to speak to the mayor please. There is something I think he'd like to know."

      The mayor was busy, so he left a message with his secretary.

      He walked down the street, sick to his stomach and struggling to breathe, as if an anchor was weighing down on his chest. A private investigator was in town. Fuck.

      Timothy had stuttered like an idiot, probably already making the detective suspicious. Hopefully, the mayor would do something about this. After all, Timothy wasn't the only one with something to hide.

      His thoughts were interrupted when a young woman with dirty blonde hair approached.

      "Afternoon, Dr. Holst," the local girl said.

      The therapist looked up at her, nodded and tried to smile, but it didn't last long.

      "How are things?" she asked.

      "Oh, they're…they're fine."

      "Things better with Mrs. Holst?"

      Dr. Holst repressed a curse. Instead, he nodded with another brief and false smile. "Oh, yes, thank you."

      "Well I should be off. Have a good day, Doctor," the woman said, continuing on her way.

      Dr. Holst stopped and thought, Yes, I'm not the only one with something to hide.

      He turned to her. "Chloe."

      The woman twisted her head back to face him. "Yes?"

      "There's a detective."

      Chloe's smile dropped, and she went pale.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          7

        

      

    

    
      Gregg returned to his dinner in the small lounge of the inn. He had to be careful not to allow any slip-ups again as he had with saying the innkeeper's name. He took out the photograph that had been on the dashboard of his car and held it tight to his chest.

      I have to keep focused, he thought. The sooner I solve this case, the sooner I can see Silvia again.

      Richard came over to light the fireplace, and Gregg put the photograph back in his pocket. Despite Richard's imposing stature and bushy beard, he exuded a gentle demeanor, perhaps due to his smooth voice and musical accent.

      Richard looked up to him. "So, you're investigating the disappearance of Liam Watts?" He must have overheard his conversation with the therapist.

      "That's right."

      Hannah arrived with another drink and chimed in, "That was such a terrible tragedy. Are you also here to look into the murder of Clementine?"

      "My employer is only interested in Liam Watts," Gregg replied. "But it is possible the two cases will overlap."

      Hannah looked somber. "I truly hope you're able to bring justice for Clementine. Her death was a devastating loss for everyone. She was such a young mother, you know?"

      As Gregg opened his mouth to respond, the door swung open and a man in uniform strode in. He wore a gold badge on his chest and a hat that mostly concealed his silver hair.

      Hannah turned to face him. "Hello, Sheriff. Can I get you a beer?"

      "I'm here on business," he replied curtly.

      "That doesn't usually stop you." Hannah smiled teasingly.

      But the sheriff didn't return the smile, clearly focused on his task at hand. "Actually, Hannah, I'm here for him," he said, pointing to Gregg.

      Gregg tilted his head. "Me?"

      "The mayor wants to see you."

      "Can I finish my dinner?"

      "People don't usually leave the mayor waiting."

      Gregg was curious to meet this mayor, and so he followed the sheriff outside.

      5:18 PM

      At the town's city hall, a secretary showed Gregg to the mayor's office. The first thing he noticed about her was her skin, as white as a porcelain doll. She was dressed in long pants and a sweater, with a collared shirt underneath. Introducing herself as Isabella Blake, she stepped aside and opened the door to the mayor's office.

      "He's here, sir," she announced meekly.

      "Good, send him in," the mayor replied.

      The mayor sat behind his desk, dressed in a white shirt and skinny black tie, his tall blond hair carefully styled. The deep wrinkles on his forehead suggested he was slightly older than one might at first think. A gold plaque upon the desk read Nathan Stannard. Gregg recalled from Rachel's background files that Nathan was also the owner of a local sugar house, held by the family for generations.

      The mayor wasted no time. "Hello, Mr. Hunter, I'm Mayor Stannard. I heard you have been asking questions about one of our town's former residents."

      Gregg nodded
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